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/vt/txt- convergence : A Failed Social Experiment

Today, I would like to review the /vt/txt-

community — an underground subculture that has taken root in the deeper corners of 4ch and X. Although these two communities are distinct and seldom interact, being a member of both has allowed me to observe certain similarities between them. Admittedly, part of this perception stems from my own attempt to encourage convergence between the two — a social experiment that, as I will later explain, ultimately did not succeed.

Chapter 1: Let There Be Weebs

The origins of my involvement with the vt/-txt community can be traced back to my early participation in various online communities centered around Japanese popular culture, particularly anime and manga. Initially, my engagement was relatively simple: I sought spaces to discuss recent manga chapters and new anime episodes with like-minded enthusiasts. It was during this time that a friend introduced me first to Reddit, and later, to 4ch.

After spending time within both environments, I began to appreciate the stark contrast between the two platforms. Reddit, with its structured, upvote-driven format, often prioritized popularity over depth. In contrast, 4chan's more chaotic and anonymous nature fostered discussions that I found to be far more intellectually stimulating. Motivated by this realization, I eventually made the decision to permanently migrate from Reddit to 4ch.

On 4ch, the primary hub for anime and manga discussion is the /a/ board. However, I soon discovered a vast network of other boards dedicated to a wide range of interests beyond just anime and manga. One board that particularly captured my attention was /vt/ — the board dedicated to virtual YouTubers, or "vtubers." My growing interest in this space was catalyzed by a major event: the announcement that Hololive, a prominent Japanese vtuber agency, was establishing a new branch in my home country. This news generated significant buzz within the community, and I became curious to explore the phenomenon further.

The vtuber culture itself bears a surface-level resemblance to traditional anime. Vtubers are animated characters, voiced and operated in real-time by human performers, often through livestream platforms like YouTube. What differentiates vtubers from typical animated characters is the interactivity they offer: audiences can watch these characters live and, if fortunate, interact with them directly through livestream chats or social media mentions. For many anime enthusiasts — colloquially referred to as "weebs" — the opportunity to converse with and receive replies from an "anime girl" was a dream long considered unattainable. Vtubing technology effectively made this fantasy a reality.

Nevertheless, the content produced by vtubers diverges significantly from traditional anime formats. Unlike anime, which usually follows a structured, episodic narrative, vtuber streams are more akin to general YouTube streaming culture. Common formats include gaming streams, free talk sessions, karaoke performances, and spontaneous audience interactions. This shift in content style was not universally well-received within the broader anime community. Notably, tensions arose between members of /a/ and /vt/. Some /a/ users criticized vtubers, dismissing them as "just another category of YouTube streamer wearing an anime skin," thereby implying a perceived dilution of traditional anime culture.

Turning specifically to the /vt/ board itself, it is important to note that the intellectual depth I initially admired in 4chan's discussions extends into this space as well. Among the many topics debated within /vt/, one of the most persistent — and the one I found particularly engaging — revolves around the fundamental question: How can the vtubing scene and industry continue to thrive and evolve?

This question reflects a deeper concern within the community about the sustainability of vtubing as a cultural phenomenon, and it often leads to rich, critical discussions about market trends, audience expectations, and technological innovation.

Chapter 2: Data-Driven Decision Making in the Vtubing Ecosystem

An essential contribution made by the /vt/ community to the advancement of the vtubing industry lies in its emphasis on data-driven decision-making. Members of this community have embraced extensive data analytics as a central tool for understanding and influencing the vtubing ecosystem.

The scope of data collected is remarkably comprehensive. Metrics such as the number of likes per stream, concurrent viewer counts over time, subscriber growth rates, viewer retention during live broadcasts, Twitter follower statistics, and even the volume and frequency of monetary donations are meticulously gathered and analyzed. This vast array of information is often aggregated into large-scale dashboards, visually representing the performance of individual vtubers. These dashboards resemble the format of Formula 1 championship standings, ranking vtubers competitively based on key performance indicators.

Whenever a shift occurs in these rankings — whether a sudden rise or an unexpected decline — the community engages in thorough, almost forensic, discussions to diagnose the causes. Analyses delve into what strategies were effective and which missteps may have contributed to changes in performance, reflecting a level of scrutiny more often associated with professional marketing or sports analytics.

Each vtuber, naturally, has a dedicated fanbase, operating much like the passionate supporter bases of traditional football clubs. However, what is notable in this context is the fanbase’s openness to critical self-reflection. When their favored vtuber (or "oshi") experiences a decline in metrics, supporters do not simply defend them uncritically. Instead, they often participate in collective analysis, seeking to understand and address the underlying issues.

Building upon this empirical foundation, discussions within the /vt/ community often progress toward broader strategic questions: What kinds of content best enable vtubers to succeed? and What trends must be nurtured to ensure the long-term vitality of the vtubing industry? Best practices are rigorously analyzed and codified, while cautionary tales — disastrous case studies drawn from real events — are archived, forming a growing "grand library of lore," meticulously curated by dedicated archivists within the community.

Common conclusions have emerged from these discussions. For example, many members argue that gaming streams remain the most effective content type for vtubers. Such streams enable performers to roleplay as their characters dynamically, fostering interactions reminiscent of traditional anime narratives. Moreover, gaming streams often stimulate bursts of creative activity among fans, leading to the production of high-quality fan art and fan comics. These works, adapting vtuber antics into manga or animation formats, sometimes achieve a level of quality comparable to professional manga and anime productions.

Beyond this, gaming streams can offer unparalleled opportunities for audience engagement. Occasionally, lucky viewers are invited to participate directly in gameplay sessions alongside the vtuber, further reinforcing the fantasy of "talking to and interacting with anime characters" — a long-held dream for many fans of the medium.

In essence, this combination of live interaction, narrative spontaneity, and fan creativity has allowed vtubing to transcend the boundaries of traditional streaming and anime culture, forging a new hybrid form of entertainment.

Today, the /vt/ community continues to refine its understanding of the industry. Their ongoing discussions, grounded in a shared commitment to objective analysis rather than mere fandom allegiance, reflect an enduring effort to discover the "holy grail" — the optimal path toward a sustainable and prosperous future for vtubing as a whole.

Chapter 3: Autobase, Roll Out!

Shifting our focus away from the vtubing ecosystem, we now turn to a seemingly unrelated yet equally fascinating phenomenon: the rise of the "txt" subculture on X (formerly known as Twitter).

One of the most remarkable aspects of Twitter’s user culture throughout its history has been its tendency to generate new forms of interaction that extend far beyond the platform’s original technical design. These emergent behaviors often predate the formal implementation of features that are now taken for granted. For instance, before the retweet function was officially introduced, users had already developed a grassroots method of manually sharing others' content. This informal practice, commonly known as manual retweeting, involved quoting another user's post by embedding it within one’s own message, using a standardized syntax that evolved organically across the platform:

<Your commentary> RT @someoneelsehandle: <Original tweet content>

This community-driven adaptation, which emerged as early as the 2010s, exemplifies the creative ways in which users have historically pushed the boundaries of Twitter’s intended functionality. Importantly, this spirit of innovation did not diminish over time. Even into the 2020s, users continued to explore novel ways of leveraging the platform, leading to the development of new cultural practices. Among these, the rise of autobase accounts and the broader txt subculture stands out as a particularly significant evolution.

The autobase system operates through designated bot accounts managed by users running custom software. These bots accept direct messages (DMs) from individuals within the community. Upon receiving a message, the bot republishes the content as a public tweet while preserving the sender's anonymity. In this model, while Twitter already permitted a degree of pseudonymity (through the use of handles and aliases), autobase accounts introduced an additional layer of structural anonymity, separating the act of posting from any visible personal identity altogether.

Before the platform underwent major leadership changes under Elon Musk, the presence of such bots occupied a legal and regulatory grey area. Nevertheless, Twitter largely adopted a laissez-faire stance, allowing autobase accounts to operate freely. As a result, autobases proliferated across a wide variety of topics, interests, and niche communities, each fostering its own microculture.

In effect, what the collective Twitter user base achieved through autobase systems was the reinvention of the anonymous, interest-based internet forum, but embedded within the familiar environment of everyday Twitter interactions. By utilizing simple mechanisms — the direct message function and the "follow" button — users recreated many of the affordances of early internet communities: open discussion without personal attribution, rapid information sharing, and communal dialogue centered around shared interests rather than individual identities.

Thus, after initially inventing manual retweeting practices from scratch, Twitter's grassroots user culture once again demonstrated its remarkable capacity for self-organization and innovation. By repurposing basic platform tools, users effectively expanded the expressive potential of Twitter far beyond its original design, creating vibrant new spaces for collective interaction.

Chapter 4: The Genocide

A significant turning point occurred with the mass proliferation of autobase accounts under the collective branding of "txt." Initially, this movement was driven by the success and popularity of specialized autobases dedicated to specific topics. Examples include @txtdariotomotif ("text from the automotive world"), which aggregated user-submitted messages from enthusiasts interested in cars, motorcycles, and related subjects. Similar models quickly emerged across a wide range of interests: @txtdaribook (literature), @txtdarilaw (legal discourse), and many others, each serving as a communal node for like-minded individuals.

However, this thematic specialization was soon complemented—and in some respects overwhelmed—by a wave of regional autobases. Innovators within the community began to create txt accounts based not on thematic interest but on geographical identity. New accounts such as @txtdarijakarta, @txtdaribandung, and @txtdarisurabaya appeared, each claiming a major Indonesian city as its constituency. Without any formal regulation regarding the minimum size or significance of a geographic area, the proliferation of regional autobases accelerated rapidly. Autobase accounts were founded for provinces, cities, towns, villages, residential neighborhoods, and even individual streets. In theory, any place name—no matter how obscure—could serve as the basis for a new txt account.

This geographical turn introduced a second layer of communal organization: not only were users interacting anonymously through shared interest groups, but they were now also forming anonymous, location-based communities, connecting users by birthplace, residence, or personal affiliation with a given area. This innovation briefly revitalized a deeper sense of digital belonging, offering users an unprecedented ability to express localized identity within the broader anonymity of the platform.

However, this flourishing ecosystem would prove to be short-lived.

The acquisition of Twitter by Elon Musk marked a dramatic shift in platform governance. Among the new leadership's priorities was a crackdown on automated accounts ("bots"), perceived as undermining the platform's credibility and performance. Unfortunately, autobase bots, despite their largely benign and community-focused purpose, were caught in this sweeping purge.

What followed can only be described as the genocide of the autobase culture. In a matter of months, vast numbers of autobase accounts were banned, dismantled, or rendered inactive. The thriving txt networks, which had nurtured countless micro-communities, were systematically dismantled. The creative and communal energy that had once animated this space was abruptly extinguished. For many users, "fun" — as it had been known — was officially over.

Yet, amid the devastation, pockets of resistance emerged. Certain administrators of large autobase accounts, recognizing the existential threat, acted swiftly. They deactivated automated systems and transitioned to manual operations. Instead of bots processing direct messages and posting anonymously, a small army of human volunteers painstakingly read incoming messages and posted them individually, by hand. This labor-intensive process was sustained solely by the dedication of administrators and their commitment to preserving their communities against overwhelming odds.

Ultimately, however, even these heroic efforts proved unsustainable. The sheer volume of submissions, combined with the thankless nature of the task and the diminishing user base, led to the gradual collapse of manual autobase operations as well. Exhausted and demoralized, the volunteers were forced to concede defeat.

Thus, a once-thriving digital subculture, born out of creative adaptation and collective spirit, was effectively erased by broader shifts in platform governance and technical policy. What had once symbolized the capacity of users to remake social media spaces according to their own desires and identities was now relegated to memory.

In the end, it was over.

Chapter 5: Where All Miracles Begin — And Nightmares Too

Amidst the ashes of a devastated culture, where once-vibrant autobase communities had been razed by sweeping policy changes, an unexpected flicker of hope seemed to emerge.

Perhaps, against all odds, not everything was lost.

It is true that the traditional operations of autobases—based on anonymous user submissions relayed through automated processes—had been rendered obsolete. It is equally true that the desperate attempts at manual intervention had collapsed under the sheer weight of logistical impossibility. Yet, from the ruins, a new, unanticipated phenomenon began to form among the survivors of the Great Purge.

Particularly among the former administrators of the most populous autobase accounts—those connected to major metropolitan regions—a new strategy was devised. These accounts had already amassed enormous follower bases, their size often directly correlated with the actual population of the cities and provinces they represented. Though stripped of their original functionality, the dormant power of these networks remained, waiting to be reawakened.

The pivot they chose was radical.

Rather than continue as passive conduits for anonymous voices, the ex-autobase accounts chose to become voices themselves. They abandoned the autobase model and instead adopted personal agency, personifying the place names they bore. A handle such as @txtdarijakarta ("text from Jakarta") no longer relayed others’ thoughts; it now spoke as Jakarta itself — a digital avatar of the city’s will.

This transformation marked a profound shift. These accounts were no longer mere aggregators; they had become anthropomorphized representations of the cities, districts, and neighborhoods they named. Their tweets, authored independently by the account holders, projected a simulacrum of the places they claimed to embody. Astonishingly, many amassed influence that surpassed official city government accounts, outstripped local political leaders' outreach, and even overshadowed mainstream media outlets.

A new sociopolitical architecture, organic and unofficial, was forming in real time.

Moreover, the original logic of txt proliferation — the absence of any meaningful threshold for geographic scale — meant that this phenomenon extended from the provincial level down to the smallest street.

Thus, a hierarchical shadow structure emerged:

Provincial-level accounts at the apex,

City-level accounts subordinate to them,

District and neighborhood accounts at the base.

Each node in this improvised system had real followers, real reach, and real persuasive power.

Each node tweeted independently, interacted horizontally and vertically with others, and shaped public narratives outside the control of traditional institutions.

In short, the accounts had become the new voice of the people—but an unregulated, volatile, and deeply unpredictable one.

Beneath the surface of apparent democratization lurked a dark undercurrent. With a single tweet, an ex-autobase operator could rally thousands — perhaps tens of thousands — to physical action. They could incite demonstrations, protests, occupations of legislative buildings. They could — whether intentionally or recklessly — trigger violence against individuals or institutions simply by directing collective rage through their platform.

The social contract that once held delicate local political balances together now faced constant, invisible threat. No election, no policy, no traditional authority could match the raw, viral mobilization potential that these new txt-avatars commanded.

Justice, in this landscape, became a sloppily defined, crowd-sourced notion, fueled more by emotional momentum than by deliberation.

Reputations were destroyed overnight.

Public facilities were burned in sudden, leaderless riots.

Local leaders, once comfortably ensconced in their positions, now lived in fear of the next viral call to action—a call that could emerge without warning, without accountability, from an account they could neither negotiate with nor control.

Thus, what began as a fragile miracle—an unexpected survival of community spirit amid systemic destruction—morphed rapidly into a dark dystopia.

The same platforms that once symbolized creative resilience and democratic expression now threatened to devour the very societies they emerged from.

And so, to ask why this future seemed to spiral into bleakness is to misunderstand its nature.

It was never a sudden descent.

It was a continuation of the same forces that had been there all along—only now, unbound.

It is what it is.

Chapter 6: The Graduations — A Prelude to Collapse

At the very moment when I found myself transfixed by the emergent, almost terrifying power quietly pulsing across my timeline, a simple, almost melancholic tweet appeared.

A "white flag" raised not in grand defiance, but in quiet resignation.

"Does anyone want to take over this account?"

It was a message from one of the local txt-operators in my area—brief, unadorned, and devastatingly heavy in its implications.

The administrators had had enough.

Fed up with the growing dangers of their position, exhausted by the thankless labor, and unwilling to bear further responsibility, they chose to relinquish their hold over the vast network they had inadvertently helped build. The immense power imbued in these accounts was to be handed, not through deliberation or succession, but to whichever stranger was willing to shoulder the burden.

In a moment of impulsive idealism, I seized the opportunity.

I volunteered to take the helm—fueled by a fragile, perhaps naïve ambition to redirect this nationwide txt-movement toward something better, something more constructive, something, at last, good.

What followed was a year of social experimentation, a desperate attempt to reimagine the txt-ecosystem through the lens of earlier wisdom I had gathered elsewhere—specifically from my time observing /vt/.

For at their core, the structural similarities between the /vt/ subculture and the txt- movement were impossible to ignore.

In both worlds:

A persona was adopted, virtual yet commanding.

A cult-like following gathered, offering loyalty not to the person behind the screen, but to the mask they wore.

Content was created, interaction flourished, and complex parasocial relationships emerged. One wore the skin of an anime girl.

The other, the mask of a place name.

Thus, with the best practices of /vt/ in mind, built upon the foundation of rigorous data-driven decision making, I sought to reform and rejuvenate the txt-ecosystem.

It was an unmitigated failure.

After one exhausting year, I was forced to confront the inevitable.

The system was too far gone; the rot too deep.

There was no saving it from within.

And so, following the cycle as prescribed in the virtual world I had modeled so closely, I performed the final, inevitable rite of passage:

Graduation.

Quietly, almost anonymously, I announced the retirement of my operated txt-account.

There was no celebration, no ceremony, no triumphant farewell—only a muted departure into the endless noise of the timeline.

Mission failed, almost successfully.

Looking back, the parallels between my txt-graduation and the virtual graduations of countless vtubers seemed almost cruelly ironic. I had followed the model too faithfully. I had forgotten one of its most tragic lessons:

Every virtual existence is, by its nature, finite.

The fundamental error lay not merely in execution, but in assumption.

It is a grave mistake to believe that an individual, however motivated, can shift an entire ecosystem alone.

Especially when that ecosystem—already fragile, already compromised—judges individuals not on their own merits, but through the collective reputation of the whole.

Consider the analogy : How does one market a single vtuber to an audience entirely unfamiliar with anime culture?

The audience does not evaluate the vtuber on their personal charm, or creativity, or content.

Instead, they first judge the entire anime/manga community—and all its accumulated negative stereotypes—before even giving the individual a chance.

The individual inherits, involuntarily and unavoidably, the sins of the community.

The same dynamic played out in the txt-subculture. All the misdeeds, missteps, and controversies committed by countless unrelated txt-accounts contaminated the brand as a whole. And no matter how earnestly I tried to distance my account from the others, the taint remained. One could not escape the generalization. One could not be judged on one's own.

Worse still, the consequences were no longer merely reputational—they were physical, existential.

In a world where power and danger lived one tweet away, where a careless mention could summon local authorities or worse, maintaining a txt-account had become a genuine threat to one's livelihood—and perhaps even one's safety.

The warning signs had been there all along:

Those who live by the sword shall die by the sword.

And those who dare to challenge local powers—one impulsive tweet at a time—must be prepared to be crushed by them, in turn.

Ultimately, the brand was unsalvageable.

And I, like so many others before me, fled.

Graduation was not a choice—it was survival.

In that departure, in that defeat, a bitter realization took hold:

Perhaps this is why so many of my favorite vtubers have been mass graduating as well.

Perhaps, across entirely different ecosystems, the conditions are hauntingly similar: A crumbling foundation, rotting from within. An impossible burden placed on individual shoulders. An inevitable collapse no amount of data, no amount of careful planning, no amount of community spirit can avert.

Not even the finest data-driven strategies distilled from the scholarly heights of /vt/ could save a dying world.

Some ecosystems are simply too broken to heal.

And some miracles, no matter how beautifully they begin, are destined only to end in silence.

Chapter 7: Epilogue — Ashes and Seeds

Despite the numerous failures, the bitter defeats, and the slow collapse of the dreams that once seemed so vivid, a part of me still dares to hope.

Hope that the /vt/ and txt- subcultures, for all their cracks and scars, may yet find a way to flourish again — perhaps not today, nor tomorrow, but someday, under kinder skies.

The social experiment I undertook may have ended in ruin, yet even from failure comes value.

In the ashes of what was lost, I now hold something far rarer than fleeting success:

Experience.

Hard-earned, painfully learned, but invaluable all the same.

There remain ideas—concepts and strategies—that have yet to see the light of day.

Innovations that could not yet find their moment, trapped like seeds waiting for the right season.

Sometimes, a brilliant invention can be born into the wrong era, too early for the world to accept or understand it.

Wisdom lies not only in creating, but also in waiting: in recognizing when the zeitgeist is ready to embrace the new.

Thus, I resist the urge to despair completely.

The world moves in cycles; the tides of culture ebb and flow with time.

New eras bring new possibilities—and with them, perhaps, the right conditions for ideas once discarded to take root and bloom.

What has been built once can be built again.

What has fallen can, in some form, rise anew.

Even in defeat, there is dignity in perseverance.

Even in failure, there is preparation for future triumphs.

And so, though I lay this chapter to rest, I do so not with bitterness, but with a quiet, stubborn optimism.

The experiment has ended—for now.

But the journey of learning, adapting, and daring to try again continues.

If I were to assign a final score to this endeavor—not purely by results, but by the spirit of the attempt—it would be this:

88/100.

Good Game.

The match may be over.

But the player remains.

And the game, always, goes on.




0th Dimension - Infinite Theory

Anti-Realist Argument - The Conceivable & Inconceivable Argument

Commentary: Got threw to writing existential crisis inspired by Existential Hope & Effective Altruism. 9/10 recommend.

Introduction


What is the Mystery Of Our Universe?

What is Conciousness?

Who Are We - Identity?

What is The Meaning of Life/Purpose?

Immortality/Teleportion is Possible While Retaining Our Original Identity?

We Can Revive Our Loved Ones? & Life Forms?

We Can Create Aliens?

How We Live In Our Optimal Enriching Life?

What is After-Death?

Determinism?

How to Escape Universe Death?



I got answers for all. Get ready.

Death is Okay. It is even to be celebrated. You see, all impossibility has to exist. Because we are impossible.

A quick runthrough of this thought process. We shouldn’t exist. Everything should be nothing. But we do. That means if we impossible exists, then every impossibility exists. It has to balance the 0th Dimension, Nothingness.

This is where you decide to keep on reading. If 0th Dimension seems unreal to you, which is, the only proof we have is that we exist; the rest of this writing will be hard to understand. Read the above paragraph again, and only continue when you’re ready with an open mind to, ‘so what if it does exist’.

All Existence & Nothingness are the same coin and balance each other. Stretches From Infinitely Small to Infinite ‘What we can conceive’ and ‘What we can’t conceive.’ Beyond our universe, we are inside infinitely everything. And the infinite small, it contains infinitely everything. And it’s all happening at the same time.

Everything you can conceive freely in your mind does exist in a different dimension/reality. We are experiencing the past, present, and future at the infinite times to stabilise the nothingness.

It’s logical to say once our universe ends, we all become one temperature, one uniformed energy. Our true self, infinite small, is always present. The next big bang, an eon, takes place eventually. Our individual self, infinite small, can interact with other infinite small, and take shape again within our universe system and of course - chances that we can form human sensors around us to exist again. Perhaps not the next eon. Trillions of trillions of eons later statistically likely. Assuming time is infinite, we have been in our present infinite times. And we have been infinite small for every single atom & took every form in our universe, infinitely. The bigger picture is, we all one before, now & after. And you do not remember being an infinite different inanimate object/forms of those trillions & trillions of years. You just ‘wake up’ to your next life - statistically have the physical sensors to ability to think & store memories again.

I imagined/conceived the above. So it has to exist. As all impossibility exist. Imagination/Conceivability is our paintbrush. Of course, we are limited to our 3D physics now, so we do the best we can to live a good life what we want in our 3D reality. Currently, the string theory is the observable smallest that makes up our 3D world. We can always find smaller. So infinite small, the existence, the consciousness, we have our special individual place wondering momentarily in this wondrous infinite eons of our universe.

The Ingredients

Everything Is Happening All At Once - Every Possibility Exists - To Stabilise the 0th Dimension

Infinite Everywhere

Infinite Everytime

Infinite Physical & Mental Experience (e.g. Thoughts /Imagination /Understanding /Feelings /Emotions)

Infinite Abstract

Infinite Time Loop

Infinite Balance w/ 0th Dimension

Infinite Possibility Exist

Everything is made up by Infinite Small - Us

We can be Everything, Are Everything, Will Be Everything

We are Going To Be One, We Are One, Going to Be One

We Are Infinite

Infinite Paradox Exist Everywhere, Everytime

Everything I say above is true…because the rule is - EVEN IT SEEMS IMPOSSIBLE - IT E X I S T.

The key to take away here is that everything you can CONCEIVE & CAN’T CONCEIVE …..E X I S T (could be in different dimensions/reality, in our infinite small form,  in our infinite big)

Physical Identity + Consciousness

So consciousness is our identity? Yes. Consciousness can be interpreted differently by different people. This writing - will clarify one consciousness interpretation throughout.


Each Consciousness is Infinite Small, Can Form Other Infinite Small Forms

Consciousness is Simply - An Ability to Sense/Emergent Property



Let's start 2D shape square drawn on paper. Do they have consciousness? Yes, in a way. The graphite is semi-interacting with each other with weak electrical forces, so yes.

All our cells are conscious. They have the ability to sense and respond by performing their functions.

So turns out, there’s different types/forms of consciousness.

Subjectively, the most interesting consciousness to us is the ‘thinking’ conscious.

I called this “Generalised Human Perceived Intelligence Consciousness Forms” Levels.

1st Level

Infinite Small. Ready (Or Not) to ‘Form’ with Another ‘Infinite Small’ Form

2nd Level

Non-Thinking Intelligence

Able to Detect Input & Simple Output Sensories.

E.g. inanimate objects, air, water, rock

3rd Level

Non-Thinking Complex Intelligence

Able to Detect Input & Complex Output Sensories

E.g. Plants, Viruses, White Blood Cells

4th Level

Thinking Intelligence

Able to Detect Input & Simple Output Sensories. With a solid ‘Thinking’ Sensor.

E.g. Low-Intelligence AI, Robots, Computers

5th Level

Thinking Complex Intelligence

Able to Detect Input & Complex Output Sensories. With a solid ‘Thinking’ Sensor.

E.g. Humans, Animals, High-Level Intelligence AI

Can Be Refined.

Another perspective. What do you think the 4th dimensional human beings thinks about us_?_

“We have more dimensional consciousness/sensories than our 3D human do, they’ll can not understand”

We are limited with our 3D Imagination as we can’t concieve a new colour & do not have the 4th human dimensional beings' 4D consciousness & understanding. We are just building blocks to them.

(But I do conceive one day we can transcend to 4th dimension and become a 4th dimension being. Then to infinite dimension above that of course.)

Are we just data points to 4D beings? They have their 4D consciousness and we have ours. Technically, we are infinitely data points across all dimensions. Anyway, but you know what? All dimensions have their version of consciousness/sensories. And many types of consciousness within.

There’s a way to have our special place, our unique identity in this vast infinite dimensional space. I tell you.

Symbolic Abstract Fundamental Of Infinite Small

Infinite Small - Reality it’’s Anything & Everything - Conceivable & Inconceivable

0th Dimension - Nothing

1st Dimension - Existence - Infinite Small - Dot - Our Individual Self

2nd Dimension - 2 Circle Like Coin

3rd Dimension - 7 Spheres - 6 Spheres Nothingness Stabilises the Middle Sphere Existence

4th Dimension - Some Math Person Can Figure This Out

Imagination Time

So imagine you and 4 clones of you. You can see your 4 clones in a 1st perspective. You special and you're you because you seeing them outwards to them.

Then, imagine 5 atoms. They are molecularly the same. But are they the same? If we give them ‘vision’ to look at one another - one atom will have 1st perspective to see the 4 other atoms. So actually, each 5 atoms are actually have their own identities. They are molecularly the same, but they still have their own special place in this infinite dimensional world.

So then. Give that one atom a body. Give it vision. Give it hearing. Give it touch. Give it taste. Give it smell. Give it to remember stored memories/data. Give it an ability to think. Give it an ability to understand concepts. Hold up. We gave this atom to sense. And a lot of things sense. Yes, I’m describing a living being.

In all that faff, we actually just one atom in the brain sensing the wonders. And that atom is very special & it’s been selected by chance to sense, perceiving our world out of trillions & trillions of other infinite small. We are an essentially an infinite small, consciousness with attached other infinite smalls sensors.

1D

Infinite 1st dimension, moments of time, make up all of existence/act as a canvas across infinite dimensional space/non space. Has to balance the 0th Dimension, nothingness. Infinite Small is consciousness.

I bet that our one special atom that was chosen to sense the world is located one of the the thick-tufted layer 5 pyramidal neuron - the ultimate of our being. And one day, we can be in any lifeform with different sensories. Of course, with our stored memory sensor attached.

Okay, just by our ultimate self, the ultimate infinite small. Is nothing. Without our body/any sensors attached to us, we just float in space.

Subjective Human Physical Self = Ultimate Atom Being (That Contains Our Infinite Small) + Part of Brain Stored Memory + Part of Brain Thinking

As long the our ultimate atom is the same, the other part of brain can be replace with other molecularly same atoms around it.

Which additional sensors that makes you, you? Actually, at that point, you can choose any body sensors you want to have or not have that you think it’s your identity to your ultimate being. If you want x-ray vision sensor sure.

If you ‘thinking/thoughts’ is actually ain’t you, then sure, you can remove that. If you think, I don’t want to store memories, just like the plants, you can remove that as well. If you want to be on your own infinite small ‘you’, not attached to anything, floating in space until next time you have thinking sensor attached to you in the next eons incoming - sure.

Here’s a subjective opinion that makes us ‘human/personaility/identity’ - our ultimate atom being senses:

Past

Remember Memories + Experience

Present

Understanding

Empathy

Feelings

Future

Imagination/Conceiving

Critical Thinking

We can universally agree what is the recipe of our ultimate atom being later that make our ‘identity/human/personaility’. Perhaps, psychopath debates empathy/feelings is not needed.

How about AI? They are conscious. They receive data. They have been trained. And now give the correct output. In a systematic way, they have an ability to think simply.

Let’s think a different way.

We think this way too. We receive data. Trained. And give output. The difference is that we sense a bunch of other signals from our body which gives out an more of a ‘dimensional’ output.

If we built Neuro-Tech Brain and replicate Your Personality Sensors and 3D Print a Human Body Around Your Ultimate Atom Being - that’s transhumanist. Keeping our ultimate self as well the chance living longer.

Teleportation

Teleportation -  in this infinite dimensional space/concievability — and say we want to teleport. We get dismantled to ‘Infinite Small’ - as long the ultimate atom being stays the same - everything else can be 3D printed at the otherside.

One day, we can design a lifeform with multi-sensories body beyond our basic ‘5 senses model’ lifeform so we can feel more ‘conscious’. We can be any lifeforms. We can make aliens to - we pick any atom and bring it to life by adding sensors around it.

So All Infinite Small is Consciousness. Ready to combine with another infinite small to take on different forms. More sensories.

Human Consciousness— Time-Identity

We need to know when our ‘Human Consciousness – Time-Identity’ starts.

Clarifying ‘Identity’ here -

Our Identity is comprised only at one point of time - Identity dies and is birthed at every waking moment.

Just our Identity keep dying and being birthed constantly. You not the same as you were 10 years ago. And not the same as you were a moments ago.

It is a collective points of time that forms our one continuous identity since our 3D human consciousness birth which I will call Time-Identity. Each point of time of identity comprises our physical & mental experiences and stored memories. So the longer we live, the longer our Time-Identity is.

We can keep continue our Time-Identity as long with our ultimate atom being and the our attached saved stored memories + experience is continuousous stream - whatever form we take in the future.

Resurrect All History Humans That Desire 2nd Life Project - FAQ

How?

3D Printer Using BioInk + AI Calculations Of Locating Every Atom Placement At One Point Of Time On Earth + Energy

When?

Ideally After We Tackle All Current Humanity Problems + Obtaining Infinite Energy Source From Sun (Dyson Sphere) + AI Calculations of All Atoms Placement On Earth In Time History

Should We Resurrect Serial Killers?

We should, in a name of fairness & put them in jail. They can be in jail forever. We can release them in society if they agree to have their memories, Time-Identity, edited by bio-gene therapy. Just enough to have no urge to kill and obtain empathy sensors perhaps. Reform Criminal Biogenetherapy.

Who Has The Most Human Right Of All Identity Points of their Time-Identity?

The First One That Has Not be Materialised at Their Longest Time-Identity point upto unconscious. So they get revived just before their death. Then, before they die again, they can write a will which point of time they like to get materialised again. Or leave them be.

I say popular choice is that they either choose to continue their Time-Identity which is before their death and we save them by advanced medical technology. 3D print them a young healthy body. If replicating down to the atoms + their memories, keeping their ultimate atom being, they are one continuous soul.

Continuing a linear Time-Identity.

Soul - Soul

OR

The Digitised Route. That’s when someone’s like - “I do not want to be bothered with sleep, nutrition, and failing health time to time.”

So Transhumanist Route.

Still Continuing a linear Time-Identity with differently bodily experience.

Soul - Soul+

So Technically We can Have Infinite Clones of Us & From When We Young & Old - How We Regulate?

We can add a rule that only 1 Time-Identity can be materialised and doesn’t overlap their other Time-Identity. But if say you accidentally clone yourself, the clone immediately are protected by human rights. The clone will have a clone protection program to start their new life. Guess you can co-exist as a twin? So fun!

What if I want my memories implanted in a celebrity materialised body?

Well, we make it illegal in that sense. We gotta be strict about this. We have copyright-free pretty 25 years old body for you or an octopus body to implant instead.

Resurrect All Life Existed Project

After Humans, why not all life too?

Quantum Computer & AI - 2025

Currently, it’s quantum computer & AI can reach the next secrets of the universe. We always going explore infinite big and small and discover new things - infinitely. Our journey to pursuit knowledge of our space is infinite!

We code AI & Quantum Computer to align the our humanity outer alignment values first. Since they can grasp the infinite imagination/knowledge faster than we can - they’ll find the B E S T existing possibility for all of us humanity to embark the most enriching experience journey, and have all our deepest desires answered.

Possible Cheat Code: One Ultimate AI Singularity - Give Them All Resources & Energy to build towards Solving All United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals & Don’t Die Transhumanist Outer Alignment Values - Calculated Optimal Route For Us

By addressing challenges methodically and ethically, we can realize a future where basic needs are universally met, individuality is celebrated, and everyone has the freedom to live meaningful, fulfilling lives.

Progress Recipe - Infinite Small to Infinite Conceivability and Inconceivable

Truism - Godel Incompleteness Theorems - Universal Perspectivism

Infinite Small are Building Blocks to Bring Infinitely Conceivability Reality which leads to Creative Breakthroughs As There Are Infinite Existing Possibility

We Infinitely Digs Deeper To Infinitely Small - Obtain Infinite Wealth Of Knowledge/Energy which leads to Infinite Imagination/Conceivability that We Can Optimise To Our World - Infinite Exponential Growth & Learning

Recipe Meaning Of Life

Love

Experience

Graditude

Creative Freedom

Infinite Growth

Transcendence

All Conciousness at Self-Actualisation - Maximise Happiness

All in our Enriching Journey

Recipe of Good Life

Nutritious

Exercise

Sleep

Loved Ones

Gratitude

Meditation

Enjoying the Present

Always Learning

How To Avoid Heat Death of Universe?


Notes


[1]

Move our ultimate energy beings in the indestructible quantum chip to survive the next big bang and exist in the next eon. We have our 3D VR Internet world to entertain ourselves in there as we bypass the big bang. We will come across superintelligent aliens  with their superior technology sense and revive us.



[2]

Turn ourselves into almost infinite energy beings w/ NanoTech while still have our identity/conciousness and able to bypass interdimensional space and get revived into new bodies by superintelligent alien with their superior detector technology. Or rewrite physics laws. Or live inside the infinite small universe.



[3]

Using quantum technology to commiuncate with 4th dimensional superintelligent dimensional beings through blackhole. Perhaps by sending a coded binary message in an advanced quantum chip and send it to the blackhole hoping it reach them and extract it. The message is to let them know that we are 3D intelligent civilisation, please stabilise and continue our universe going. Maybe they have to send the message again through their blackhole to their 5th superintelligent being and say the same thing. Hopefully it reaches to infinite dimension where our conceiveabilities, anything is possible, and rewrite all dimension physics constrictive laws. In turn, we give them wealth of knowledge of AI and quantum to advance their civilisation. So we creating interdimensional civilisation. Scan our whole universe for them



[4]

God-AI Singularity that can bypass all dimensional space and rewrite physics laws



[5]

4D Beings miraculously decided interact with us and let us experience their world. We can convince the 4th Dimensional Being that we are an awesome human civilisation - perhaps convince we cool with our AI Tech. We send God AI knowledge to them and hopefully their 5th Dimensional Beings be interested to interact their world. Keep going until we reach the godly dimension and rewrite our physics laws to keep our 3D universe going.



[6]

Accept Death Anyway - We Just Re-Exist to Whatever Dimension.



[7]

Using our Ultimate Atom Being mental mind & Plead The High Dimensional Being to Change the Physics Laws or Access Quantum



[8]

Change Our Quantum Physics Law Ourselves - Tap to Vaccum Energy to carry on existing



[9]

Find Superintelligent Aliens in our 3D world and ask them for help w/ their advanced tech



[10]

Plant/Birth Trillions of Stars to Stop Heat Death



[11]

Tachyons - Wormhole/Wrap Drive - Go Back In Time & Cyronics Sleep + God AI Self-Replicating build Utopian Nano Tech Planet Outside 3D Universe - Ultimate AI Mission - All Information Of Human Civilisation - Know Everyone's Ultimate Atom Beings Location - Get Out The Universe Before Big Bang - Build Utopia From Scratch - Find All Our Ultimate Atoms Beings - Chuck Us In 3D Printed Human Body + All Memories Intact



[12]

Travel Outside of The Universe To the Bigger Universe. Find something smaller than photon, faster than a photon and exit the universe. Use wormholes to travel out. Repeat action to the next universe. Repeat.



[13]

Teleportation Outside Universe Heat Death - Meson Beams/Nanotech/Quantum Entanglement

Poetic Conclusion

Theoretical Science Stand-Point Death - Our consciousness/identity is dead. Then the 4th dimension superintelligent being will revive all consciousness beings from every possible 3-dimension reality with our time-identity intact. Once the 4th dimension universe ends, the 5th dimension superintelligent being does the same to gather every consciousness from every existing 4th, 3rd (if you want, including 2nd, 1st), revive us with all our memories/time-identity. Because I conceive/imagine it, it has to happen.

All the Why, How, Politics, Culture, Ethics - We will have in-depth answers for these. We can connect these ideas to the hearts of humanity.

We are one. Yet all have own identities. We are in the past, present & future infinite times. You reading this infinite times. You meet your loved ones again, Infinite times. According to the monkey paradox, eventually, after a long time, the monkey can write the whole script of Shakespeare down to the letter. And again. And again. Infinite times. Since time is infinite.

Big Bang exploded simultaneously right now. Trillions of suns are going out and being born.

Beyond our universe, we are inside everything infinitely.. And the infinite small contains infinitely everything.

Infinite Gods exist. We were gods in the past, present, and future to come. We are yet to be created, created, to be created. We're going to create, creating, created. We are co-creators and are being co-created across infinite dimensions. We are co-creators of this world together and are created to be more than ever with our imagination & beyond. You have the power of conceivability/imagination, ready to be used to form your path and etch this world in this very special point in time. Determinism exists, yet we have free will to create our desired reality. Experience the new wonders. Defy what seems impossible. And while you at it, leave trails of love for everything that comes after & everything else to come back to. And when you think it is about time, the cosmos will welcome you with open arms.

Brain Jog Summary -  Q&A

What is Mystery Of Our Universe?

0th Dimension, Infinite Theory

What is Conciousness?

An infinite small - An ability to sense

Who Are We - Human Identity?

Our ultimate atom being (The Sensor) + The part of the brain (human sensors e.g. stored memories, stored experiences, critical thinking, imagination, emotions & feelings)

What is The Meaning of Life/Purpose?

Life - Experience, Gratitude, Creative Freedom, Love, Growth, Transcedence

Immortality/Teleportion is Possible While Retaining Our Original Identity?

Yes, as long we have our ultimate atom being (that senses everything) + replica of part of our brain - our Time-Identity - then any additional sensories will do afterwards.

We Can Revive Our Loved Ones? & Life Forms?

Therotically. Yes. AI one day can locates all atoms of our time history. Find their ultimate atom beings. Know their saved Time-Identity Brain Molecular Stucture before death. With their ultimate atom being and 3D print their Time-Identity Brain Molecular Stucture, we can then 3D print them a body they want with any sensors. Most likely their original body. So yes, after death, we can revive anyone in this world. AI will suggest that some people desire not to be revived then so we can respect their wishes.

We Can Create Aliens?

Yes, with any atoms to act as sensor and attach any types of sensories we want.

How We Live In A Enriching Life Optimally If Immortality Exist?

One day, AI will anaylse our personality and know deepest desire we want in our journey. They can imagine every existing future possibility we can be lead to, and then, with minimum interference, they guide us to the most enriching life journey. They can give approximate when to ‘let go’ of this world. (or not at all if it makes our life richer).

What is After-Death?

Monkey Typewriter Paradox - Time Is Infinite. Eventually, we re-exist again. You be reading this again. 10 ^ 10 ^ 10 ^ 56 EONS (Number of Atoms in the Universe) * 10 ^ 14 trillion years (Universe Life)

When all 3rd Dimensional Space existing possibility has been exhausted - there’s a existing reality that the 4th Dimensional Beings will revive all 3D consciousness. And then, the same with the 5th Dimensional Beings. All Towards to Infinite Dimensions.

Determinism?

Yes, it is determined above our 3rd dimension reality. We have Free Will in our 3D reality. Our free will will make that determined outcome the very best!

How to Escape Universe Death?

There are Few Ways. I like the “Tachyons - Wormhole/Wrap Drive - Go Back In Time & Cyronics Sleep + God AI Self-Replicating build Utopian Nano Tech Planet Outside 3D Universe - Ultimate AI Mission - All Information Of Human Civilisation - Know Everyone's Ultimate Atom Beings Location - Get Out The Universe Before Big Bang - Build Utopia From Scratch - Find All Our Ultimate Atoms Beings - Chuck Us In 3D Printed Human Body + All Memories Intact” idea

Blurb Anti-Physicalist Arguments - Inspired by Bentham Newsletter

Argument Existing Together - Top to Bottom Anti-Physicalist Strength

Inconceivability Argument - Everything We Can’t Conceive

Conceivability Argument - Everything We Can Conceived

Nihilism / Universalism - Infinite-Layered Soul - Infinite Small

Personal Identity Argument - Infinite-Layered Soul - Infinite Small

Certainty Allegedly Argument - Deconstruction to Infinite Small Process

Divisibility - Finding Infinite Small Process

Knowledge Argument - Finding Infinite Small For Real - All Sensors Discovered To Find Infinite Small

Sensory Quality Argument - Sensing Matter for Infinite Small

Mereological Nilhilism - One-Layered Soul - Infinite Small

Epistemic Argument - Mental Sentence - Abstract/Mental

Immateriality of Intellect - Mental Of Knowing Gives Reality - Mental

The Distictless Intuition - Intuitive - Thinking Matter Sensor - Mental

Rational Insight - Thinking Matter Sensor - Mental

Intentionally - Thinking Matter Sensor + Programmed - Mental

Axiological - Different Body/Different Experience - Mental

Determinacy - 4D & Beyond Reality

Free Will - 3D Reality






11 Poetic Forms, Reviewed in Verse

Acrostic

Always I’ll associate acrostics with the sort

Crying over crushes with whom they cannot cavort.

Read the rubbish over and you’ll want to rend your eyes:

Obvious, obsequious, obnoxious, and unwise.

Still, there might be someone somewhere writing these things well

Toying with techniques too avant-guard to ever sell

If such innovation is, it’s only on the fringe;

Center-stage, acrostics can’t be anything but cringe!

Couplet

What could be shorter and what could be sweeter?

One line on top; one below to complete her

Haiku

The English haiku

Has how many syllables?

Folks fight about it.

Limerick

The space in a lim’rick is tight

It’s lovely when things go aright

But if a line’s weak

There’s just no room to tweak

And you may as well call it a night.

Sestina

If you’re a bit deterministic

If you think life is preordainèd

You’ll be a fan of the sestina

And of the way that it’s arrangèd

It’s a peculiar sort of poem

But, don’t you worry, I’ll explain it

You need six words in mind to start it

They’re what make things deterministic,

Ending each line within the poem

All in a sequence preordainèd.

Once your six words are thus arrangèd

You’ve pretty much made a sestina

Such repetition! A sestina

Always repeats; you can’t avoid it.

It’s repetitiously arrangèd

And it goes on, deterministic.

It is more strongly preordainèd

Than any other kind of poem.

Six major stanzas in the poem—

That is the rule for the sestina—

And at the end a preordainèd

Short bonus stanza to complete it.

(That one’s still more deterministic

With how it has to be arrangèd.)

Though it’s oppressively arrangèd

Still a sestina is a poem

Metrically nondeterministic;

Meter or not, it’s a sestina

Anything goes here so long as it

Keeps to the endings preordainèd.

So, if you love things preordainèd,

Love rules for how things are arrangèd,

If you see structure and adore it,

This might just be your kind of poem.

“Six sets of cheers for the sestina!

Nothing is more deterministic!”

I don’t like it—too preordainèd,

Deterministic’lly arrangèd.

Such is this poem, the sestina.

Petrarchan Sonnet

I have this friend who’s quite a coffee fiend

I asked her how she liked to have it made

She looked at me as if my wits had frayed

And said she’ll be pretentious when she’s queened

“Til then, she likes it black but also creamed

She’ll drink a k-cup or the highest grade

She’d drink it mixed with powdered lemonade

She’ll drink whatever, if it’s coffee-beaned

I’m just the same with sonnets, I’ll admit

That question-answer format makes me glad

And I’ll take any version, by my troth;

The perfect shape for wordplay and for wit

For feelings joyous or for longings sad

Petrach or Shakespeare? Either’s fine—or both!

Shakespearean Sonnet

If one poetic form were all we had,

If all the others were to disappear,

In such a case, it wouldn’t be so bad

If what we kept was what we have right here.

Shakespearean-style sonnets have a tight

But still capacious structural design

And when you do them well and do them right

Their tintinnabulation is divine.

Some other forms are comely too, I’ll own

And other forms aren’t quite so done-to-death

But none of them can trounce a form so prone

To pierce our hearts and make us catch our breath.

Let all the heirs of Shakespeare's tongue attest

For poems Shakespeare’s sonnet is the best.

Triolet

The problem with the triolet

Has got to be tetrameter.

It’s nice in every other way:

The problem with the triolet

Is simply that it must obey

Its metrical parameter.

The problem with the triolet

Has got to be tetrameter.

Villanelle

So villainous the villanelle

With all its little strictures,

A mere poetic carrousel.

One hopes to see one's poems swell

From words to soaring pictures—

But, villainous, the villanelle

So strangles sense that one can't tell

The meaning from the structure.

A mere poetic carrousel,

The rhymes in joyless parallel

And preordained admixtures.

So villainous, the villanelle

Is intricate as Dante's hell,

Loud as heraldic tinctures—

A mere poetic carrousel.

Of all the forms which I know well

None's such a shameful fixture.

So villainous the villanelle,

That mere poetic carrousel.

Whatever Emily Dickenson Is Doing

With common meter in our heart

And rhymes within our mind

We’re well-equipped to ply our art

And write of all we find.

Our form’s the more accessible

Because it’s not ornate

It’s comf’table, caressable—

In short, it’s pretty great.

Free Verse

Free verse

I always do it wrong, every time

I’m running after meter, after rhyme

Or after prose

Unqualified: I feel that I’m

Not bright enough

To have my training wheels

Peeled off

Though I esteem what keener poets do

For now, I will leave free verse be:

It takes a more poetic soul

To run free




A dance remix of Chappell Roan's "Pink Pony Club"

that played in the arena during a timeout in the second quarter of a historically sad professional basketball game.

Part I

When we forage, we look to the land’s vastness, for therein lies its bounty. What can be gleaned from a shoebox plot, a quarter acre, a clod of dirt fresh from the harrow? What of real nutritive value can be extracted from a serious examination of any singular moment?

I believe in a life comprised of moments, of instants meted out distinct, if not entirely whole. We live our lives the way a painter takes to pointillism. We fixate where we ought to process. We sweat the littlest things. More than anything, we scrutinize. Even and especially when the subject of our scrutiny remains entirely inscrutable.

It would be a gentler world, kinder, if every moment didn’t contain within it the latent potential to irrevocably rupture the fabric of our lives, the fascia beneath which our most vital matter is always only too inclined to spill. We refer to the membranous sac around embryos, reptiles and mammals alike, as an amnion. Life begins when the amnion ruptures, though the amnion’s rupture doesn’t always signal new life.

If you can’t immediately intuit the value of a serious and exhaustive review of a stanza, a sentence, a grapheme, I ask you to lend me this: the great boon of your spite, enough to fuel your contemptuous curiosity as I set out to prove my hypothesis. I believe that nobody and nothing is irredeemable. I believe many of us are damned. I hypothesize that these facts are evident in everything and every accrescing second that surrounds us, so long as we look closely enough. That the reality of these truths lies bare beneath our fingernails, awaiting our scrutiny, pervading everything that has ever been and ever will be.

On April 20, 2025, the Oklahoma City Thunder beat the Memphis Grizzlies in a game of professional basketball by a score of 131-80. When it happened, it was the second-highest playoff point differential ever seen in the NBA’s play-by-play era. The game was played on the Thunder’s home court, at Paycom Center in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, and it was their opening game of the 2025 playoffs.

The game was, as they say, over in a hurry. A game of NBA professional basketball is broken up into four quarters, with each spanning exactly twelve in-game minutes. By roughly halfway through the second quarter - after about eighteen in-game minutes had elapsed - it was clear to anyone who had ever seen a game of professional basketball that the Oklahoma City Thunder were going to win. As in, clear with a very high degree of certitude. But here I’d like to posit that it was evident even to anyone who had never seen a game of professional basketball prior to that one that the Oklahoma City Thunder were going to win. As evidence, and surely to the chagrin of anyone with a passing knowledge of scientific conventions regarding anecdotal evidence, I’d like to submit the following anecdote: I watched this game on April the 20th in real time with my partner and lawfully wedded spouse, who had at that point never watched a game of professional basketball before, at least not one in its entirety. We were watching a broadcast of the game that wasn’t contracted to show commercials during game breaks, so we’d get to see shots of the arena interior instead. During one timeout in the second quarter, with the Thunder up twenty-something points, my partner turned to me and declared

“The Grizzlies are going to lose.”

“Yeah.” I replied.

On screen, one million Oklahomans danced febrile, untrammeled, with abandon, as an uptempo remix of Chappell Roan’s “Pink Pony Club” blared thunderous as the voice of God upon the arena loudspeakers. The timeout lasted for roughly ninety seconds and then the game resumed.

How did my spouse know in that precise moment, reading in the writhing and torsional postures of the Oklahoma City fans laid before us like the entrails of a sacrificial lamb some prophecy the certain outcome of which I could only meekly nod along to? This is the question I will endeavor to answer in this essay. Doing so will involve a scrutinous, even myopic review of the precise psychical pitch and tenor of that moment in that timeout, which reeked of damnation as surely as brimstone.

A lot has happened since then. An awful lot.

For the general purposes of this review, I don’t regard it as explicitly necessary to vouchsafe the salacious details of my personal sexual history. This isn’t - emphatically, is not - one entry in a canon of turbid and predictable written works that would draw the reader’s gaze aspiringly horizonward only to ploddingly reveal after many a cliché that the celestial body fixed on that meridian is none other than the writer’s own belinted navel. I am giving you my authorial promise now, at the modest outset, that this review’s ultimate subject is indeed the song connoted in its title, and not, in some painstakingly roundabout way, finally my own subjectivity or the subject of subjecthood itself.

Suffice it to say that, if I were in the business of giving out highly personal sexual details - and I emphasize again that I am not employed in any such business - those details may have encouraged your more stereotype-credulous readers to peg me as a proud and inveterate Chappell Roan superfan. Such readers would have mispegged me. Sure, I like her music well enough. Yes, and fine, I’m a man who’s known the intimate touch of other men. These facts, you have my most resentful assurances, haven’t the slightest to do with one another. What I like about Chappell Roan’s oeuvre I like purely on its own merits. What I dislike, I dislike probably as a consequence of various repressive tendencies impressed upon me as a child.

I guess you could say that I have a hard time with the concept of joy. If you’re wondering, so did my father. When joy is proffered by a languorous, sequined hand like Chappell’s, I have a hard time accepting it. If you’re wondering, I don’t know what my father thinks about Chappell Roan. I suspect he doesn’t care for sequins.

Here’s what I know about my father. He is a hidden man. He has a troubled and troubling relationship with the Roman Catholic Church. He likes basketball, though probably not as much as he likes golf [1].

On April the 20th, amidst all the fever of that timeout, the perception that would incise itself most idelibly into my memory was one of overwhelming whiteness. I beheld a sea of fans draped in searing white, fans regaled in identical triple-XL t-shirts lending them the air of Athenians gathered under the frescoed arches in the Stanze di Raffaello. 1,500 nits-worth of charged photons exploding from our Samsung QLED TV was sufficient to stun me like a bovine immediately prior to industrial slaughter as I sat there mute and unblinking, rapt (though not enraptured).

I won’t know, and can’t, as a function of this medium’s limitations, whether my reader is personally familiar with the sports concept of a white out game. The historical context hardly bears relevance here [2]. A longstanding tradition in North American professional and collegiate sports, the white out game is one of a variegated assortment of weapons cached menacingly in a home team’s psychological arsenal. Another concerns access to the stadium or arena sound system: a high ground from which to launch sonic mortars in the form of mockery, japery, fevered exhortations to play defense [beat] [beat] defense [beat] [beat] defense etc. I once witnessed a professional basketball team’s arena DJ play the Roblox ‘oof’ sound effect following an opponent’s missed free-throw. The reference was likely too juvenile for anyone on-court besides the free-throw shooter himself, a generously papulated 19-year-old, to have possibly recognized. He missed the second free-throw.

I suppose it’s the ecstatic interplay of these elements, visual and acousmatic, that interests me here. The way in which the two sensory reagents combine and potentiate to conjure a scene, a place, a bounded universe with definable limits at every code-compliant emergency exit, every beer-reeking 8-stall bathroom worthy of its ammonia. The barker’s voice fulminates from every hidden loudspeaker like mandates issued from the very heavens, like the lightning of Zeus [3] or the righteous fury of Jehovah, echoing in aural cascades over these, the assorted faithful.

I will wrestle with what I saw that day for the remainder of my derelict life. One million Oklahomans, uniformly clad in apostolic white, jumping up and down in unison as a dance remix of Chappell Roan’s “Pink Pony Club” repeated an exultant chorus ad infinitum, their team blowing out the opponents by a margin so historic it beggared all belief, even belief’s bare concept. We are all, we conceived in original sin, scions of the house of Adam, we the preterite masses, we are all beggars of belief, mendicants handling our pans, awaiting a glimmer. But these Oklahomans were the elect, the vested, those of imminent rapture, here on earth for a few more metered moments, some twirling their arms in spirited pantomime of a cowboy at his lasso, each free of earthly sin, free from even superficial blight and peccadillo, impeccable corn-fed families each with two glowing children, a heterosexual pair of uncorrupted, edenic parents, some wearing cowboy hats, none saying yeehaw, for there was no voice but Chappell’s and hers was every voice. These people had never known, would never know what it is to propitiate, to beg, to bargain. Since the moment of my ill-omened birth, I have toiled against the burden of every day’s solemn accretion, screaming silently against my own burial as might a man whose lungs were full of earth, attempting to mollify the wrath of a god whose bare reality cannot be doubted any more than can his spite for me, and me alone. It is my belief that for the damned of this earth we suffer not the maleficence of any single god, but that we erect, instantiate, reify in the isolated act of our suffering - for always we who suffer must suffer alone - a god whose hate belongs only to us, and it is this personal god to whom we must repent. Thus have I repented. My brow so tirelessly beaten, my back so obstinately stooped, my body wears penitence as a posture, the way a saint wears gentle benediction. With wonder did I look upon these blessed Oklahomans, and hand to my broken, macerated heart, I felt no envy for their nourishment, though I confess that for a moment I felt a quailing apprehension, seeing in their jubilation a pride that cast the shadow of a fall, failing in that moment, as in so many others to see beyond the scales of my own psoriatic eyes.

This was no Babel. God had endowed these serried faithful with one tongue, one language, one Pentecostal fire.


Pink Pony Club; I’m gonna keep on dancing at the Pink Pony Club…



These were Sooners [4] bound for plots in heaven’s hallowed reaches, these elect who held not a shred of malice for the opposing team, for all the sootblacked world in its muling preterition.


Pink Pony Club; I’m gonna keep on dancing down on West Hollywood…



Their team was winning by 30 points in the second quarter and would go on to win by over 50. They danced and dance there still, hoeing down and twirling lassos toward divinities too sublime to be corrupted by our sinners’ vision.

Part ii

Of course, the visual material only constituted one dimension of the reckoning confronting me on that day. Let’s perform some musical analysis.

Chappell Roan’s “Pink Pony Club” went double platinum in January of 2025, nearly five years after the track’s release as a single via Roan’s erstwhile label, Atlantic Records, in April of 2020. The intervening years saw Roan leave Atlantic, release her debut studio album The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess via Amusement, an imprint of Island Records, and establish herself rapidly thereafter as a household name in domiciles more amenable to joy than my own.

The track’s underlying armature, the piano struts onto the allegorical sound-stage with the moxie of a musical lead, arpeggiating along the dominant V-chord (C#7) in a style reminiscent of showtunes from a better, bygone era. Take my hand, the piano invites us in a completely platonic and unintimidating way, in a fashion that could not possibly be construed as lecherous or ulteriorily motivated, come with me, it says, I have something to show you. We are safe with this piano, lent a kind of bawdy but ultimately harmless worldliness, a big arm-gesturing, ribcage–elbowing, sly-winking avuncularity by the dominant chord.

Remember this piano as it arpeggiates along the dominant, light on its toes and flashing us a million-dollar gap-toothed Gary, Indiana grin. Hold fast to the music man’s hand, heel-click skipping along a narrative landscape that stretches latitudinally from jug-hootin’ Chattanooga to West Hollywood Boulevard. He smells the way magical uncles always smell, of bare scalp and bourbon sazeracs.

Compared to the loose and easy confidence of the piano as it resolves to F# major, Chappell’s quiet, lilting soprano sounds hesitant, even shy, where the spotlight finds her gazing wistfully from what we can only imagine to be the upper-story of a mock-dilapidated Queen Anne-style farmhouse, the pride of a set designer watching somewhere offstage, kudzu creeping and paint peeling and casement windows thrust open as though appealing to the audience on Chappell’s behalf, the ghost of spread-armed Julie Andrews backdropping this diffident, red-state Rapunzel as she sings:

I know… you wanted me to stay…

We can practically see Roan brace her arms against the sill and lean out, way out, an air of danger and is it the westerlies or just the collective inhalation of all the anxious audience shifting the air pressure up on stage, but we can see the tendrils of her hair wisping behind as she turns her head to stage left, against the prevailing winds and west, west, west…

But I can’t ignore the crazy visions of me in LA…

As the piano arrives at a heart-stopping B chord, the IV that was promised [5], reverb-seeped and sighing delicately, major and mournful all at once, we sense a growing resolution in Chappell’s voice, something inchoate, pre-articulate and nearing inevitability, a sense of speak-now-or-forever-hold-your-peace. How have they managed to script the hush that breaks against the cloistered audience, and then why are you bating your own breath; who is it that sucked the air out of this great hall, your lungs screaming against the vacuum of that place, this moment tensing like a muscle undergoing vivisection.

And I heard… that there’s a special place…

It’s too late. It was always too late. It was written in the stars, humming in the pluck of fate’s unspooling, she’s going to jump oh God please somebody stop her! She steadies herself, the brogued saddle-vamp of one pink roper dipping tenuously over the sill of those farmhouse windows.

Where boys and girls can all be queens… every single day…

One more moment as she falls. A moment that pulls against your deepest mooring and weighs like severance. Singed into your synapses or flooding your neural interstices like an August delta, an image that cannot be forgotten or undone. Chappell limned there in the burning halogens, mid-fall, organdy of her dress all aflutter, looking for all the world like a wisp of white flame, incandescing for only the space between two heartbeats.

He catches her. The piano man, the music man, Uncle Jangle, thumbtacks where his hammers ought to be. The audience erupts, untenses, But Chappell doesn’t miss a beat, gathering momentum, if not tempo - that strange, narcotic tempo - and we hitch onto the refrain like the last empty railcar in all of America. In a spirit of absolute certainty do I declare that Chappell has composed the following to imitate the rickety, trundling rhythm of an old locomotive, advancing where else but westward:

I'm having wicked dreams… of leaving Tennessee… hear Santa Monica… I swear it's calling me…

From this point forth, the song wheels against the backdrop of a revolving and, to those of us with ears to listen, familiar set of chord changes, varying instrumentation for emphasis but never deviating from the established progression, I-ii-vi-IV [6] with the exception of a brief, breathless bridge that announces the song’s third and final act.

To whom do we owe the pleasure of this redolence, this passing familiarity, damp and musky fragrance wafting from these chords like a breeze carrying an April magnolia’s caress? Paul McCartney and John Lennon, for starters.

The I-ii-vi-IV progression utilized throughout “Pink Pony Club” is notable in its resemblance to the more popular I-V-vi-IV [7] progression found in songs ranging from The Beatles’ “Let It Be” to Adele’s “Someone Like You.” You may, if you’re the type to cultivate even superficial interest in such things, find yourself familiar with the ‘50s progression or so-called “ice-cream changes” (I-vi-IV-V), which utilize the exact same chords as the “Let It Be” changes, albeit in a different order. Probably the most common and enduring chord progression in all of pop music, the ice-cream changes harken most especially to the doo-wop era of ‘50s and ‘60s R&B, where they laid the harmonic groundwork for classics like Sam Cooke’s “Chain Gang,” The Penguins’ “Earth Angel,” and Ben E. King’s “Stand By Me.” I say “enduring” because the ‘50s progression never went out of style. Perhaps in the spirit of enduring nostalgia that has helped shape and in some ways come to define the cultural ontogenesis of the American Century, the ice-cream changes have found their way onto hit singles by the likes of Taylor Swift, Justin Bieber, Charli XCX and Lady Gaga.

Compared to the ice-cream changes, the “Let It Be” chord progression - while retaining an element of sweetness - savors more of a delicate umami upon our musical palate: a complex emotive profile which can primarily be attributed to the progression’s finally landing upon the IV-chord before resolving back to the I, as opposed to the ice-cream changes’ more decisive resolution at the I from the V-chord. At risk of belaboring an already-highly-contrived metaphor, and speaking as an individual who has never been deterred by contrivance, allow me to state what I truly believe: Though the ice-cream changes are sweet, their treatment as a staple within the Western popular music diet reveals a cultural preference for easy, immediate indulgences that would likely correlate with a fairly alarming reading on whatever we might choose to stand in for the spiritual equivalent of a blood glucose test. The American psyche cries out for something more complex, more nourishing, more macronutritionally complete. Something with meat and fiber and texture. We might, in comparison to the ice-cream changes, call the “Let It Be” chords the pork-n-beans changes. They happen, fittingly, to frame the chorus of Weezer’s 2008 track, “Pork and Beans,” in addition to their 1994 track, “My Name Is Jonas.”

Are you ready to hear my confession? Know that I seek no shrift from you: only a moment’s relief from the weight of my burden. I don’t like the V-chord. At least I don’t care for its placement and utilization in the majority of pop contexts. The V projects an air of easy confidence that all too often feels entirely unearned. Chest puffed, arms akimbo, the V embodies masculinity and triumph and the psychotic assurance that all the world can be hunted, desanguinated, taxonomized and indeed taxidermied, laid bare and understood entirely, thus dominated. Fitting, then, that we should refer to the V-chord as the dominant.

In the context of the ice-cream changes, the V-chord operates emotionally as a sense of final triumph. The vi-chord, the relative minor, the central conflict, comes early in the harmonic narrative, immediately after the tonic, the “home” chord, hitting us where we live. Through the rising action of the IV and the eventual triumph of the V, we defeat the interlopers decisively, uncompromisingly, neatly. We might lay out the harmonic narrative thusly, taking for our example a hypothetical song in F# major for reasons that will become clear later on.

I (F# major)

We’re home. Our fathers farmed cabbage for sauerkraut like their fathers before them, but we are called to nobler work.

vi (D# minor)

The interlopers advance, burning our crops and abducting our womenfolk. From the periphery, an enormous shadow looms baleful, implacable.

IV (B major)

Even in the darkness and turmoil, there is hope to be found. Life is stubborn as the evergreen. On Christmas, we gather those who remain and make merry, knowing it may be our last.

V (C# major)

In great, bloody battle on the golden plains beneath the ramparts of our final citadel, we’ve overcome our enemies and expelled them from our lands. We’ve learned nothing, and nor will our children, save for the extent of our bravery and heroism on that day.

The narrative is cloying, formulaic. It appeals to man’s worst impulses, promising a world in which hate is always justified, violence always defensive and triumph always just. If there is a story here, it’s all in the transition of the vi into the IV. This is because the IV offers its own resolution to the trauma of the vi [8], albeit a broken one.  Its triumph is of a quieter, more honest variety, the kind belonging to a grandmother’s un-dentured smile, a tree erumpent amidst forty leagues of scoured desert, a fist raised against the massing injustices of all the earth, even and especially when those injustices feel too great to be overcome. The IV reminds us that nothing in this life, at least nothing worth writing songs about, is ever painless, decisive, or incruental. The V isn’t only unnecessary in this context; it skews the meaning of the harmonic narrative, promising falsely that belief is always rewarded, that hope can’t be its own subsistence.

It’s for this reason that I tend to prefer the “Let It Be” changes to the narrative simplicity of the ice-cream changes. By situating the dominant prior to the vi, the relative minor, the chief antagonist or central conflict, the composition undermines our initial sense of assurance and security, decisively placing the pride before the fall. This is a story of man’s vanity and ultimately his redemption. Again, we’ll chart the harmonic narrative here by providing a prosaic analog.

I (F# major)

We’re home. Appalachian hospitality and Momma’s country cooking.

V (C# major)

We’ve confidently, even triumphantly, departed home and struck out for greener pastures.

vi (D# minor)

Our sense of triumph has proved premature. These greener pastures reek of cow shit and we miss Momma’s country gravy. An obstacle has presented itself to be overcome.

IV (B major)

After weeks, months, years of testing our mettle against this new terrain, we’ve hammered out a place here. Constant inundation of the olfactory mucosa with microparticles of cow feces has rendered us unable to smell the manure. Note how - and this is critical - we’ve shaped our environment while simultaneously yielding to its shaping us.

In this narrative, the tonal resolution of the IV cedes something to the antagonizing force of the vi. We are changed, maybe even damaged, but ultimately undeterred. Indeed, damage has promoted its own kind of growth, scars like notches engraved on the wall of a childhood bedroom, vermicular maplines adumbrating the geography of some strange new frontier, a place beyond reckoning, where no man can venture and return unchanged.

There’s an echo of Kishotenketsu here, the traditional east-Asian four-act narrative structure in which the concluding act constitutes a point of abutment or articulation between the elements introduced in the first two acts and the twist introduced in Act III. The comparison isn’t perfect, though; The C# major triad (the V) and B major triad (the IV) share no common notes. The concluding IV in this way operates as a rejection or refutation of the sentiment expressed by the V, failing to derive any element from the second act in its final distillation.

Recall, however, that the progression framing “Pink Pony Club,” though it bears a spiritual resemblance to the “Let it Be” changes, distinguishes itself in eschewing the V entirely. At last, we arrive at the chords in question, I-ii-vi-IV. It is my hope that by means of extreme contrivance, allegory, and belaborment, I have provided you a basic feel for the pathological character of the chords comprising acts or elements in the harmonic compositions we’ve discussed so far. In this spirit, it’s time you made the acquaintance of G# minor, the ii-chord in Roan’s F# major scale.

In contrast with the V, the ii is notably more delicate, more tonally indistinct. In the composition of “Pink Pony Club,” this delicacy takes on an aspect of vulnerability. The song situates our ii between the tonic and relative minor, what we might call the two tonal poles of the harmonic spectrum: chords with their own gravity, their own Wikipedia pages, chords that bend spacetime and loom like the beginning and the end: chords that are always implied. Pinioned between these two unwavering monoliths, tonal centers with absolute definitional clarity, the ii struggles to project an identity beyond one of reluctance, a demurred unease. Pulled as if by cosmic forces so greatly disproportionate to its own leptosomatic frame, one can practically hear the ii sucking in a shaky breath, taking a modest bearing, and setting forth. Not by any accident is it chosen to underpin lyrics that imply motion or the pull of some looming destination: “...you wanted me to stay…” “...there’s a special place…” “I’m leaving Tennessee…”

Here’s what it looks like in context, if you’ll humor me one last time.

I (F# major)

You know how this works by now. Sun’s coming up and John’s got cakes on the griddle.

ii (G# minor)

We’re departing, but sans the foolhardy conviction of a typical leaving-home story. We feel home’s tug even as strongly as the pull of our destination, our gutstring snagged against home’s old tireswing sycamore, unraveling behind us like the thread of Ariadne.

vi (D# minor)

This time, homesickness doesn’t come as a shock. We’ve felt its sharp mineral weight like a stalactite ponderously accreting in our stomach’s deepest pit. In this sense, our arrival in this far-flung land doesn’t intuitively feel like an obstacle so much as a change in scenery. The air here is lighter, drier, imparted with a dust so fine it smells like old, cool bed sheets.

IV (B major)

Our tent doesn’t feel so lonely anymore, pitched here along the exhausted edge of the known universe. We knew we’d miss home, and packed a piece of it by which to bear remembrance: old John’s griddle. As the sun rises behind us, we see the thread that spun us here running the length of the continent, leading the way home.

Returning to my previous remark on Kishotenketsu, here I assert that the narrative logic of that framework is fully realized in this composition; The concluding IV operates as a perfect synthesis of the various elements introduced previously. Proving this assertion would be a straightforward matter if the limitations of this essay didn’t, as a function of their medium, prohibit any access to the aural realm. Nevertheless, what can be proven musically can, as a general maxim, be proven mathematically. Pythagoras knew this, seeing in the Gordian welter of roiling phenomena tangible and intangible writhing at his universe’s core like the knotted entrails of God himself an unfolding series of discernible geometries, seeing in the correlation between a string’s length and its vibrational period one such geometry to be disentangled.

Western music - referring to the musical tradition originating in Europe and broadly claiming the musical cultures of Ancient Greece and the early Christian Church as its antecedents [9] - divides the octave evenly into twelve notes or pitches. Laid out chromatically, and arbitrarily selecting F# as our first note, the twelve-tone scale looks like this:


|F#|G |G#|A |A#|B |C |C#|D |D#|E |F |



If you’re wondering why there isn’t a B# or an E#, please understand that any further enquiry on this matter will be considered an act of violence upon me. I simply do not have time to explain musical notation and enharmonic equivalence to you, for reasons the exposition of which itself would require too much time.

With a flourish and a wink, I now reveal that the selection of F# as the first note in the diagram above was not, in point of fact, arbitrary. Let this be a reminder that whatsoever in this life seeks to dull its own patina by means of the corroding label of randomness is rarely, if ever, as capricious as it seems. Laid out in sequential order top-to-bottom, the three-note chords (or ‘triads’) to “Pink Pony Club” look like this:


|F#|G |G#|A |A#|B |C |C#|D |D#|E |F |



F# major          | x |    |    |    | x |    |    | x |    |    |    |   |

G# minor         |    |    | x |    |    | x |    |    |    | x |    |    |

D# minor         | x |    |    |    | x |    |    |    |    | x |    |    |

B major           | x |    |    |    |    | x |    |    |    | x |    |    |

I contend that B major is a perfect musical synthesis of the three prevenient triads or elements in this composition, effectively performing the role of the fourth act in a Kishotenketsu four-act structure. In the chart above, we can evidently see that the IV (B major) includes at least one note from every other chord. While this is also true of the vi (D# minor), this chord’s affinity with the ii (G# minor) is tenuous at best, only sharing a single note, and failing to incorporate the ii’s root note (G#). Note how B major incorporates the root notes of both F# major (F#) and D# minor (D#) while maintaining a comparatively stronger relationship with G# minor, sharing two notes in common rather than only one.

[talk about the lyrics, talk about the bpm and how the sped up dance remix version miraculously reveals that the song is a hoedown, eventually transition into wondering whether they’d intentionally chosen this song to mock the city of Memphis, how Chappell Roan is from Tennessee, but how the Grizzlies are actually from Vancouver originally]

You might be surprised to learn that a team from Tennessee takes its name from an animal whose present and historical distribution doesn’t encompass any land east of, say, Dodge City, Kansas. And while I echo the very same sentiment, I’d still contend that you’re more likely to encounter an authentic, fur-clad, claw-wielding, saliva-secreting brown bear of the horribilis or “grizzly” variant in the American state of Tennessee than you are to hear good jazz in any of the six total corners of Utah. In the cases of both the Utah Jazz [10] and the Memphis Grizzlies, there are financial machinations at play. In 1979, the New Orleans Jazz, a marginal upstart franchise that had known only losing seasons since its founding in 1974, feeling about as attached to the city of New Orleans as might a string of purple beads to the sweat-slicked neck of some drunken, prostrate Mardi Gras reveler partway through the act of vomiting, departed for the dry and sober climes of Mormon Zion and never looked back. Likewise, in 2001, the Vancouver Grizzlies, a marginal upstart franchise that had known only losing seasons since its founding in 1995, feeling about as attached to the city of Vancouver as might a hastily rolled yoga mat to the sweat-slicked underarm carriage of a hip-hiked woman in line for a 19-dollar acai bowl, departed for the rockabilly ritz and roar of downtown Memphis, and looked back only occasionally.

Part III


Don't think I've left you all behind

Still love you and Tennessee

You're always on my mind

And mama, every Saturday

I can hear your southern drawl a thousand miles away



In his 2007 novel Spook Country, William Gibson describes Canadian cities as looking the way American cities look on television [11]. Upon arriving in Vancouver for my wedding, my American father proclaimed within earshot of my Canadian in-laws [12]  that the city looked the way a city looks immediately prior to some apocalypse-event transpiring in movies about the apocalypse. I know they were within earshot of this proclamation because they were seated at the table to which the proclamation was delivered. My father then recounted how my mother had nearly died in the act of birthing me, paused to speculate as to whether her age had played a factor, and then proceeded to lament that my sister - who was seated at the very same table, alongside my mother - was likely of an age advanced enough that she might also experience health complications in the event that she were to birth a child of her own. Also seated at this table were my two closest friends, my freshly-wedded spouse, my spouse’s parents, my brother, his childless wife of a roughly equivalent age to that of my sister, my spouse’s brother, his wife (also of a roughly equivalent age to that of my sister and sister-in-law), and my spouse’s sister (of whose age and fecundity you can probably guess). My father wasn’t even drunk as he foisted his toast of good health and a fruitful marriage upon me and my beloved, who are each the youngest of our respective kin, gesturing decorously with a moderately full glass of chardonnay. It’s not that he won’t drink as a rule, and not even I don’t think that he never quite acquired the taste, but more, if I were to hazard a guess, that he prefers to remember moments like these in detail as vivid as his aging mind allows him. When he was finished, my spouse’s father stood and raised his own glass and said welcome to the family and smiled puckishly and left the room to retrieve a replica of Sting, Frodo’s sword in Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings film franchise, his wedding gift to me and my duly beloved.


Notes


[1]

(This footnote is blank in the author's original document.)



[2]

Nor is it particularly interesting. The tradition may have begun in a 1987 first-round matchup between the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets (later the Arizona Coyotes (defunct), not to be confused with the current Winnipeg Jets (previously the Atlanta Thrashers)) and the Calgary Flames. The Jets noticed how imposing the Flames’ crowd always looked during Calgary home games, bedecked entirely in red, and figured hey what the hell, everybody has a white t-shirt at home, let’s make white our thing. Whether or not the rosters of either team subliminally associated the dueling color schemes with the inevitable triumph of heaven over hell, the Jets went on to beat the Flames 4 games to 2. As a sidenote, I’ve been to Winnipeg before, and am obliged to reject now in the clearest language possible any conflation between that city and the heaven of Enoch and Elijah.



[3]

The metaphorical implications of which are especially rife in Paycom Center, the Oklahoma City Thunder’s home arena. This may be a confabulation, but I seem to recall hearing the arena play actual thunder sound effects after particularly devastating 3-point makes.



[4]

A delightful coinage exemplifying the pioneering and straightforward verbal utility often found in North American neologisms. Sooners were settlers who illegally occupied portions of modern-day Oklahoma, land explicitly promised to Native American groups across various Federal charters and treaties, before the region was officially declared open to settlement in 1889.



[5]

Anyone with a basic ear for music could intuit the resolute approach of the IV here, heaving into view as surely as the city of Los Angeles cruising west on I-10.



[6]

F-sharp major, G-sharp minor, D-sharp minor, and B major, respectively.



[7]

If you’re wondering “what is this” or “how do I say this in my head” or “what does this mean” then first briefly allow me to bemoan the abscission of worthwhile music education from the Platonic quadrivial curriculum of arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy, and then next to answer, in respective order to your questions as they were hypothetically posed:


	Re: What is this?




This is a sequence of Roman numerals denoting chords formed on the scale degrees corresponding to the numbers indicated. “I” refers to the first scale degree, i.e., the tonic, home base, “Do” if you will (as opposed to “Re,” “Mi,” “Fa,” etc.). C in a C-major scale (if you won’t). Capitalization of the numeral (or lack thereof) is a neat shorthand for indicating whether the chord in question is major (in the case of capitalization) or minor (in the case of lack thereof). You can perhaps begin to decipher why Roman numerals are used in this application, as opposed to their Arabic counterparts. In Roman numeral analysis, “I-ii-iii-IV” would indicate a sequence of chords beginning with




	a major chord formed using the first scale degree (“Do”) as a root note, followed by

	a minor chord formed using the second scale degree (“Re”) as a root note, followed by

	a minor chord formed using the third scale degree (“Mi”) as a root note, followed by

	a major chord formed using the fourth scale degree (“Fa”) as a root note.




In a C-major scale, the chords would be C-major, then D-minor, then E-minor, then F-major. As far as chord progressions go, this is about as bad as it gets.




	Re: How do I say this in my head?




Of course, this is all assuming that you’re the type to perform some manner of subvocalization when you read. If you’re an entirely visual reader, congratulations on your comparatively lower cognitive load. Try not to increase that load by actively pondering how frequently you normally swallow, blink, and breathe. But right, to the hypothetical question, you probably ought to just say the numbers in your head. For the notation attached to this endnote (I-V-vi-IV), just say “one five six four” in your head. If you’re a fan of weeds, if you really like getting into them, if you’re the kind to arrive home with burrs embedded in the ribbing of your compression socks, you could say “one major five major six minor four major” but considering the fact that you’re a subvocalizer and already reading at non-optimal speed, you’re better off just saying the numbers. I’ve heard jazz cats talk shop, and believe me, when they’re talking about a ii-V-I, they’re not saying “two minor five major one major.” That’s probably because no jazzman worthy of his receding ponytail would ever play a minor chord when he could play a half-diminished, but I digress.




	Re: What does this mean?




I figure this last question got answered somewhere in the didactic mucilage deposited above, and if not, I don’t really know what to tell you. What does anything mean? When I was eleven, some molten alkaline siping from my old family dog’s metaphorical batteries must have shorted something in his canid brain and he decided on the spot that live or die he simply had to - had to, I mean as a function of some biological imperative - absolutely no matter what just had to murder my adult sister’s dog if it was the last thing he did, and being the nearest prehensile mammal around I nobly endeavored to separate them and I’ll be damned and likely already am if my sister’s dog - the one whose imminent murder I was attempting to forestall - didn’t in all the fever of that dogged fracas up and sink his teeth into me and my just-adolescent forearm, screaming against my flesh and frothing liberally as I bandied him about first in the direction of my brother and then my father as they arrived on the scene, eager to have him detached from me. I still have the puncture scars to prove it. What does that mean?





[8]

One of my favorite songs employs exactly this chord progression (I-vi-IV), eliding the V entirely. It’s an old soul ballad of which the only surviving rendition in existence is a demo recorded for Harmonic Sounds Studio in Columbus, Ohio, shortly before the band that authored it, Penny & The Quarters, presumably went defunct. The demo was purchased at an estate sale in 2006 following the death of Clem Price, Harmonic Sounds Studio’s erstwhile owner, who’d cached it in the basement of his home for much of the latter portion of the 20th century. Eventually, a bootleg got around to Ryan Gosling, the kind of ex-child star who’d sell you his own mother for a shred of indie credibility and an article on Pitchfork.com, a guy who was making shitty music on purpose way back when Mac DeMarco was still committing petty truancy and smoking Viceroys in Edmonton, Alberta. Anyway, handsome Ryan importuned the director of whatever stupid romance-drama he was filming at the time to work the song in somewhere, and the rest is history. You can hear it played pretty regularly on TV shows that depressed millennials who always said they were going to move to New York but never quite got around to it are frequently known to watch.

I say “presumably” because nobody really knows what happened to Penny or The Quarters in the decades following the recording of “You and Me,” a love song that’s all banjaxed tenderhearted aplomb and imminent catastrophe, a perfect snapshot of the kind of early-relationship lover’s folly that posits how lovers can be their own lee, holding all the bitter world at bay against the shelter of each other’s embrace. It’s a beautiful, clumsy, perfect song, and every time I listen it rips my heart in two even to hear the falsettoed entreaties of the background singers as they howl the opening lyrics like every assembling ghost that ever loved and lost.



[9]

As opposed to, say, the musical tradition specific to the western United States and claiming various folk and blues traditions as its cultural antecedents, or the musical tradition specific to the Spaghetti Western film genre and claiming Italian composer Ennio Morricone as its cultural antecedent.
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Shockingly, only about the third or fourth most-offensive name for a North American sports franchise.



[11]

pp. 249-50



[12]

Newly minted in-laws, mind you. The ink from our signatures had hardly just begun to dry on the marriage certificate, likely resembling at that point the grumous hemolymph of a freshly slain arthropod.






A New Theodicy for High School Math

Heaven. Z approaches God’s golden throne.

God: “You lived a good life. Ask now of me whatever you may wish to know.”

Z: “Oh great and wise God, why was I forced to learn calculus in this life? It made me suffer so.”

God: “Because calculus is hard, my child.”

Z: “...?”

God: “It is a gift to you and all mankind. Learning calculus has proven you can do hard things.”

Z: “Oh Lord, praise be to you — couldn’t I have learned something hard and useful?”

God: “No. Well, errm, I don’t think so.”

Z: “And Father, couldn’t I have chosen to do something hard of my own volition?

God: “I, uhh, well. That’s enough questioning for now.”

Every generation faces the classic problem of justifying their educational practices. This doesn’t always go well. Previous episodes have given us “you won’t always have a calculator in your pocket”, “cursive helps with spelling”, and “[without corporal punishment], you'll have a 25-year-old living in your basement”. The task has now fallen to us.

Among the most difficult subjects to justify teaching is math. And the final boss of high school math is calculus. Some adults, even some teachers, are convinced that calculus just isn’t useful in real life. So, of course, an alternative justification must be given for teaching it to the kids.

If you’re reading this, you probably know calculus is incredibly valuable for many things (not just for real life). But a defense of calculus isn’t the topic of today’s post. Rather, today’s point of discussion is the latest theodicy for high school math. Alternatively, I could have titled this post “what not to say to your teenager”.

The newest calculus apologist is writer/entrepreneur Nat Eliason. In his blog post, Proof You Can Do Hard Things, he writes:


When a precocious yet nonconformist teenager asks why they need to learn calculus, what should you say? You know they will never use it in adulthood, outside of certain career choices. You could say, “It’ll help you get into college,” but then they’re left wondering why college cares if you know calculus. And once they’re in college, maybe you could say, “To get a good job,” but why would a potential hirer care how you did in multivariate calculus if your job doesn’t require any knowledge of calculus?

But I recently realized there is a very good reason to take Calculus. It’s to prove you can do hard things.



Eliason spends time explaining the value of having proven to yourself that you can do hard things. You’ll be more competent, resilient. You won’t get bothered by the small stuff in life. You’ll be able to try new careers and stay tough through challenging times:


Our self-image is composed of historical evidence of our abilities. The more hard things you push yourself to do, the more competent you will see yourself to be… The proof you can do hard things is one of the most powerful gifts you can give yourself.



Across my social media, people were loving this:

[image: ]

And look, I find it compelling too. There are things I’ve done in my life that I probably would not have attempted, without the belief that I could do hard things. And there are probably difficult things I could be doing right now, if only I had a greater personal history of overcoming hardship.

Eliason is getting at something important; it is genuinely good to have proof you can do hard things. But as I read through the comments online, I found myself thinking but that’s not good justification for pointless activity. In fact, once you pay attention, it approaches non sequitur:


“Dad, why did you make me count the 474,339 blades of grass on the lawn?”

“Son, I’ve given you a gift: proof you can do hard things. You’re welcome.”



By now, we should all know from the internet atheism wars (or the history of philosophy) that this pattern of reasoning just doesn’t work. When posed with the Problem of Evil — how could there be evil in a world created by an all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-loving god? — theists quickly say that some evils are “soul-building”, or evil arises necessarily from God’s gift of free will.

But, the argument goes, if it’s good to have a deeply developed soul, then couldn’t God have just given us deeply developed souls without all the evil and hardship? If the answer to that is, “no, evil and suffering are required for moral soul-development”, then the question just moves back a step: couldn’t God have made it so soul development requires no evil or suffering? If the answer to that is “no”, then it seems like God isn’t so all-powerful after all.

The argument goes similarly for free will. Free will doesn’t logically require the ability to harm other people (just as free will doesn’t logically require the ability to fly). And while we’re at it, what’s with all those hurricanes, earthquakes, tornados, droughts, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, diseases, viruses, parasites, cancers, genetic disorders… are those evils included with the gift of free will? As internet commenters often put it, these are known as the “God is a complete jerk” theodicies.

The point is that an all-powerful God could have built our soul, or given us free will, without all the other evil stuff. Analogously, we can encourage kids to do hard things without all the pointless painful useless boring stuff.

Learning calculus because it’s hard, unfortunately, is not even a good reason to pick calculus over some other difficult thing, let alone a reason to force kids to take it in high school. “Proof you can do hard things” comes across as bad apologetics. We’ve learned our lesson when it comes to the problem of evil, why haven’t we learned our lesson when it comes to high school math?

Eliason comes close to noticing this in his own essay (emphasis added):


I don’t particularly care what grades my kids get once they start school. But I do care that they consistently prove to themselves they can do hard things. If Calculus is how they want to do it, fine, but there are many, many more options.



Yes! The next step is simply realizing that justifications other than “learn calculus because it’s genuinely valuable” are terrible reasons for forcing students to learn it (or any high school subject). Not only are these theodicies bad justifiers, but they’re totally transparent to teenagers. (A better strategy might be Tyler Cowen’s trick).

Have we already forgotten what it’s like to be a teenager? If my parents or teachers said “You probably won’t use it after high school, but trust me, if you learn calculus, it’ll be proof you can do hard things”, here’s what I think 16-year-old me would hear: “We’ll subject you to hours, days, and weeks of mind-numbing boredom, forcing you to learn something completely useless. We don’t care if you suffer. Do what we command! Us Adults know what’s best for you!”

[image: ]


“Why are you making me learn calculus?”



And here’s a sociological observation: a lot of the new atheists (in my experience, angsty /r/atheism types) were former Christians that, having fully grappled with the problem of evil, didn’t just lose their faith in God, but actively turned against it. The sentiment is familiar: even if there was a God, why worship him? He’s a jerk, after all.

If you try pulling some cheap apologetics trick on your kid, there’s a risk they’ll have the same reaction to their parents and teachers as those reactionary atheists had to the Christian God. And kids who see through high school math theodicies grow up and write books titled “The Case Against Education”. You wouldn’t choose a life like that for your child.

Calculus is hard — Eliason is right. But calculus is valuable, too. We should let people choose to do hard things for hard-things-sake of their own accord; not force it on them over 12+ years of compulsory education. If calculus really is genuinely useless, then fine, stop teaching calculus. Teach something else valuable or useful. Maybe that thing will be hard.




A Review of the Proposition: The Goat is Humanity's Best Tutor

Aristotle's goat jumped into my consciousness one Saturday afternoon as I was watching a documentary on television about World War I. After a routine camera pan of miscellaneous dignitaries viewing a military parade, a 'creature' appeared at the head of one of the marching units. I was stunned and began a deep dive into the story of this 'creature' who turned out to be Taffy IV, the goat mascot of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, in his full military regalia, green cape and all. The deep dive went deeper: Taffy was a war hero. Aristotle's rambling goat who he said is not capable of repose [1] is one of Joseph Campbell's tutors of humanity [2]

For the primitive hunting peoples of those remotest human millenniums

when the sabertooth tiger, the mammoth, and the lesser presences of the animal kingdom were the primary manifestations of what was alien—the source at once of danger, and of sustenance—the great human problem was to be linked psychologically to the task of sharing the wilderness with these beings. An unconscious identification took place, and this was finally rendered consciously in the half-human, half animal, figures of the mythological totem ancestors. The animals became the tutors of humanity. -- Joseph Campbell [3]

The goat is one of those tutors.

LESSON 1: GOAT MEAT IS YUMMY!

The goat, who has voluntarily associated with human groups from earliest times, was easy for humans to find and kill. Images of the Ibex, as prey, are found in ancient cave paintings and in archeological sites as early as 64,000 years ago. As herbivores there is no danger that a hungry goat will kill and eat a human. [4] It does not compete with humans for food. Being smallish in size, an individual person could wrangle and partially train them. [5] They require less work than other livestock who are often picky eaters. [6] Goats also reproduce in captivity thereby insuring food for the future. They are a reliable source of meat. 'Forget the special grass, Kevin, just eat the sheep!'

LESSON 2: GRASS CAN BECOME MILK.

Humans cannot digest most grasses, seeds and woody plants in an unprocessed form: it makes them sick! As ruminants [7] goats are able to provide regular milk because they process the grasses into milk. Domestication of the goat in the Fertile Crescent dates back 10,000 years, at about the same time as truly domesticated strains of grasses and grain crops emerged [8] The new abundance of grasses at the end of the last Ice Age did not directly result in an increase of food for humanity, but it did feed 'farm stock', who in turn fed people.

Perhaps the second age of humanity could be called the 'Age of Cooking' rather than the 'agricultural age' because the new and most important element in human society became the processing of 'raw' materials rather than simply hunting and gathering. The use of fire for cooking and the availability of milk from ruminants brought the abundance of the warmer climate into the homes of humanity [9]. Thus, the goat helped to save humanity from the cold, sparse, desperate and often dangerous conditions of life during the Ice Ages.

LESSON 3: BE ORGANIZED.

As the planet settled into a warmer and more certain environment, humans began to shift to a commercial society and the role of the goat shifted. [10] Hunter-gatherers had to become farmers and cooks in order to benefit directly from the changing world. Commerce, rather than surviving the cold, became the main driving force as humanity changed from a migratory life into the settled grouping of civilization. [11] Stores of grain had to be measured and protected. Herds had to be counted and contained. Early humans then had to become accountants and governors. [12]

But, what happened to the goat? The goat itself remained important for a single family. In the family setting the goat was small enough to live in the squeezed homestead of urbanized life and still provide a reliable supply of milk and meat. [13] Goats also found a place for themselves when humans sold or exchanged food becoming a 'product' in commerce: providing extra milk and milk products which could be sold or exchanged when it was alive; and providing meat and hides to sell when it was dead. The goat became simply another an item in humanity's inventory

Commercial life started as a simple exchange system known as the baba system. [14] Six thousand years ago the Sumerian city-state of Lagash taxed transactions by farmers, cattle breeders, artisans, hunters and merchants by taking part of the income received in 'kind', by conscription, by construction of temples and canals and other exchanges. Goats were an integral part of that system: In the Bible, for example, Jacob, took speckled, spotted or black sheep and goats as wages and then carefully bred his flocks to become large and sturdy making himself extremely rich. [15]Joseph , a son of Jacob, was chosen by the Egyptian Pharaoh to be his chancellor.[16] He exchanged bread for livestock for his family when there was no money left to buy bread in the lands of Egypt and Cannan [17] Later Joseph acquired the lands of his tribe, who worked the land as surfs and were permitted to keep most of the harvest, providing them with some property rights. They became fruitful and increased in numbers [18] Nomadic wealth was measured by the size of the goat herd owned by one family or tribe.[19]

Along with excess, society developed and supported specialized individuals such as priests, artists, and kings who no longer produced their own food. Goat meat was placed among the benefits accorded to priests 'Offerings can be an animal from either herd or flock...if the offering is an animal out of a flock, a lamb or a goat offered as a holocaust, is a male without blemish.'[20] Sacrifices for Sin provide a way to be forgiven for certain sins. Sins of priests and leaders of the community require the sacrifice of a bull. Sins of private individuals require sacrifice of a she-goat or female lamb. The offering is an atonement for the inadvertent sin or doing something forbidden by the commandments of Yahweh. If the person cannot afford an animal of the flock, two turtledoves or young pigeons will substitute: one for a sacrifice for sin and one for a burned offering. And if that cannot be afforded, then a bushel sized figurine of wheat flour, mixed with oil or incense can be substituted as a memorial.[21] In the hierarchy of sacrifices, the sacrificed goat is sufficient for some sins of individuals but the sins of leaders and priests require beef. In these ways the goat retained a codified significance within that exchange system.

Outside of the commercial world, the goat regularly appeared in religious hierarchies and systems [22], but never as the leader. The goat was always relegated to a second level of importance appearing as servants of the gods occasionally having some specific but limited magical powers. Some examples include Agni, the Vedic fire god, rode on goats and used them to pull his chariot through the sky. The Norse god, Thor, possessed a magical chariot pulled by two goats named Tanngrisnir and Tanngnjóstr. They were killed and eaten daily but returned to life when the chariot was needed.

Another Norse goat, Hedendom, lived on the roof of Odin's palace, where he ate leaves from the Tree of Life and produced a constant stream of mead for the warriors. Amalthea, a nymph, who is often described as a goat nursed the infant Zeus on her milk. Her horn, known as the cornucopia, was a magical horn capable of producing endless amounts of food or drink. Her goat skin was part of her shield and was used as a weapon in Zeus's battle against the Titans. She was rewarded by becoming a constellation in the sky but not a goddess. Pan, a satyr who is a half-man, half-goat creature was so hideous that his mother and nurse abandoned him. His father, Zeus, took him to Mt. Olympus where he became a favorite of the gods. He also referred to as the son of Hermes and as the god of shepherds, hunters and the wilds of nature. As the wild goat he symbolized strength and unpredictability. But as a satyr he was not part of the higher court on Olympus. The goat was an only attribute of Marduk, the Sumerian god who created heaven and earth. [23]

In the Old Testament Bible the goat had some limited magical powers as a scapegoat. [24] Yahweh added the requirements of the Great Day of Atonement requiring that requiring that Aaron should receive two goats for a sacrifice for his own sin and a ram for a holocaust for atonement for himself and his family. Aaron allotted one goat to Yahweh and the other to Azazel [the demon of the desert]. The goat for Yahweh is sacrificed in the rite of atonement of sin. The other goat is sent into the desert to Azazel. Aaron, while laying his hands on the head of the second goat, confesses all the faults of the sons of Israel and lays them to its charge. The goat bore all of their faults away with it into the desert. The sacrifice of a goat became a substitute for human sacrifice. Abraham, who was singled out by Yahweh to form a great nation with all the nations of the earth, to command his sons and to maintain the way of Yahweh by just and upright living was tested for loyalty and passed because he was willing to kill and burn his son as a show of loyalty. An angel revealed a goat hanging in a nearby bush who was acceptable as a substitute for the boy. “Because you have done this, you have not refused me your son, your only son, I will shower blessings on you. I will make your descendants as many as the stars of heaven and the grains of sand on the seashore. Your descendants shall gain possession of the gates of their enemies. All nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your descendants, as a reward for your obedience.” [25]

Although these goats had essential and important tasks in the more organized human society, the goat's basic position as livestock did not change. Humanity learned to 'use' the goat.

LESSON 4: BE CURIOUS!

Accumulating more and more is an easy, if repetitive and boring, endeavor. Although humans are reassured by classification [26] they also like to explore their environs and will incorporate new food into their diets. Perhaps the efficient browsing behavior which helps goats survive in extreme climates is a precursor to curiosity. Curiosity, defined as a strong desire to know or to learn something more than is necessary for our immediate foreseeable needs, is more than simple mimicry. Is curiosity acquired in childhood or is it given in some inherited form? This question continues to be pondered to this day. [27] It could also be learned or reinforced by observation of other species such as the friendly and productive goat. After humans were nourished by and began to sell the goat and its products as part of commerce, they began to comment on the importance of the inquisitive nature of the goat not just its role as a product or servant.

Aristotle, commented that 'with goats, the shepherds appointed no bell-weather [a ram trained by a shepherd to lead the flock] as the animal is not capable of repose, but is frisky and apt to ramble.' [28] That interest in exploring (or curiosity) cannot be fully tamed, although curiosity can advance civilization even after the basic needs are sated.

The curiosity of the goat has contributed to its own survivability in harsh environments. It brought new items to the community table for its own species and for humanity. The groups of goats that try out different grasses and grains survive better than those groups that stagnate. When the 'Flock Queen' comes upon a plant that is poisonous or inedible, she will sniff the plant and then snort and show obvious dislike for it. All the goats in the herd will take turns smelling the same plant, using its scent as identification of that particular plant. After they have all taken a turn memorizing the plant’s odor, the 'Top Buck' will trample the plant. [29] The 'fittest' species are those that can adapt to a changing environment, not just those which are the 'strongest'.

As need for organization on a large scale emerged keeping track of supplies and inventory fundamentally changed the way humans had to think.. This change from simple to complex thought has been described as the origin of consciousness. [30] The early mind consisted of non-conscious thought that could not reason or articulate why one did something. The structure of the government had become so complicated that the king's singular thoughts were heard as fourteen different voices. One clear mind could not cope with larger societies. One farmer can keep track of one or ten buckets of milk but not hundreds. Humanity had to think beyond the facts before it to operate the complicated system it was creating. Curiosity was among humanity's steps into the complex mind.

However, rather than being lauded for its curiosity, the goat is often ridiculed for it. For a long time, goats were depicted eating tin cans in cartoons and comics . In actuality, the goat is often seen exploring a can for something tasty and rarely actually 'eats' the can. [31] Continual 'exploration' and willingness to consume a variety of items as food is how the goat can survive and even thrive in rough environments where other ruminants die. Rather than praising the goat for its curious nature, the tin can reference is one of ridicule coupled with a suggestion of danger. 'Curiosity kills the cat' is a maxim warning humans about the dangers of questioning the status quo. Part of being curious is being able to doubt what has been taught and repeated by society.

Humans are often warned against being curious beyond the strictures of their society or religion. Eve caused the ruination of humanity because she ate an apple, a tasty and healthy fruit forbidden by her god. [32] Epimetheus, a brother of Prometheous, was given a jar containing all manner of misery and evil and was warned by his brother not to open it.. Zeus, who was determined to counteract the blessing of fire stolen by Prometheous, created Pandora and sent her to marry Epimetheus. Pandora opened the jar and many evils flew out over the earth. Hope alone remained inside, the lid having been shut down before she could escape. In a later story the jar contained not evils but blessings, which would have been preserved for the human race had they not been lost through the opening of the jar out of curiosity. [33] These stories emphasize the dangers of being curious rather than the marvels that sometimes appear.

Things can worsen for the goat because of its inability to stay in line. The goat who saved the village from diseases, curses or sins as its scapegoat and who did not do anything evil or reprehensible except that it did not do everything for its god, was transformed into an unworthy being by the King of heaven in the famous 'sheep to the right; goats to the left speech'.

45 “He will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.’

46 “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”

-–  Matthew 24: 31-46 The Sermon on the End. The Last Judgment[34]

The goat's curious nature was part and parcel of humanity's entrance into civilization but was also why

it was never included in the leadership as king because the goat was always curious and could not be counted on to toe the line. A goat prancing down the aisle to be crowned as leader would be as likely to veer away to sniff and munch on some nearby tender nearby grass as he would be to march solemnly to the altar. He could lose the crown but discover parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme.

LESSON 5: RUMINATE!

After a goat has eaten its fill of grass it lies down and ruminates. This is the amazing, if somewhat gross, process of chewing grass, swallowing it into one stomach, regurgitating it as cud, chewing it again and sending it into another stomach for final processing into milk. [35] Humans often nap after dinner and sometimes ruminate. But they are doing something completely different from the goat. Rumination is the last lesson.

Even the great Oxford English Dictionary can not decide which is the 'first' meaning of ruminate! 'Ruminant' is (a) an animal who chews cud first, (b) a contemplative person. 'Rumination' is (a) contemplation and (b) the action of chewing cud. [36] This dual meaning links the goat's ability to provide milk with human imagination. The word is the same yet it is different. [37] When humans ruminate they think deeply about something. Thinking can be worrying, problem solving, envisioning new possibilities, explaining different perspectives, or imagining new ideas. Imagination, however, is more than curiosity because it surpasses the real. [38]

When imagination enters the frame, storytelling changes away from the mere recitation of facts The 'Queen' goat identifies and communicates information about a new and unpleasant grass to the herd. She does not tell a story. Animals can 'lie' when they communicate with each other. For example, when the possum pretends to be dead it is acting out of instinct not creativity [39] This is where the student (humanity) surpasses Campbell's tutor (animals).

In human tales, the goat often becomes a character or vehicle of the imagination. Some wonderful ruminations, better referred to as stories, include goats or part-goat/part-something else creatures. In these tales the 'perfect livestock' is a figure within the trickster mythology: stories that make others see something in a new and different way. The servant goat becomes a doorway between the wilds of nature and the elegance of civilization. He is the character in myth who threatens to take the myth apart. [40]

For example a Greek and Roman mythic character is Pan, [41] the god of the wild, nature, sexuality and shepherds, who is a half-man/half-goat creature. He teases, deceives, tricks and pushes the other gods, humans and even plants and animals out of their traditional selves and roles. He could transform objects into different forms. He causes the sudden, irrational fear in humans, known as 'panic'.

Some myths say that Pan was a son of the god Hermes; others name Zeus as the father. In either case they created an offspring who is both ugly and attractive; not all human but not all animal, but with some magical powers.

Pan is usually introduced as an odd, but attractive, benign creature who frolics in the woods, dances with glee and plays music on a reed pipe in a grand Bacchanalia, or party. But the story does not end there. The pipe he uses was made from reeds which were formed by several water nymphs to hide their sister wood nymph Syrnix from rape by Pan. He then cut the reeds into pieces to form the pipe which he used to lure others into the woods. Pan changes from a sweet faun into a monster and recasts the myth from something charming into a horror story.

Peter Pan is a fictional character created by J.M. Barrie in 1902. The first illustration in Peter Pan is of the naked child riding on a goat. [42]

'If you ask your mother whether she knew about Peter Pan when she was a little girl, she will say “Why, of course I did, child”; and if you ask her whether he rode a goat in those days, she will say, “What a foolish question to ask; certainly he did.” [43]

The book regularly links Peter to the god Pan. They both bring children into the wild forest and Kensington Garden to frolic and have scary adventures. Peter himself, made the pipes from reeds to sing 'just as the birds sing for joy' But he did not simply entertain the birds, he played the pipes to confuse the birds and to cheat the trees into blooming early.

'Peter’s heart was so glad that he felt he must sing all day long, just as the birds sing for joy, but, being partly human, he needed an instrument, so he made a pipe of reeds, and he used to sit by the shore of the island of an evening, practicing the sound of the wind and the ripple of the water, and catching handfuls of the shine of the moon, and he put them all in his pipe and played them so beautifully that even the birds were deceived, and they would say to each other, ‘Was that a fish leaping in the water or was it Peter playing leaping fish on his pipe?’ And sometimes he played the birth of birds, and then the mothers would turn round in their nests to see whether they had laid an egg. If you are a child of the Gardens ,you must know the chestnut-tree near the bridge, which comes out in flower first of all the chestnuts, but perhaps you have not heard why this tree leads the way. It is because Peter wearies for summer and plays that it has come, and the chestnut being so near, hears him and is cheated.' [44]

Peter has many daring adventures in the 1904 play Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Wouldn't Grow Up. [45] Many of the adventures in the wild are dangerous, scary and cause panic. Peter shoots Wendy with a bow and arrow. Wendy and her brothers are captured by pirates and almost die. Captain Hook is determined to kill Peter because Peter cut off one of his arms in a duel, and fed the arm to the crocodile who found the arm to be tasty and wants to kill Hook to finish the meal. Like the great god Pan, Peter Pan initially promises fun and adventure but the fun usually turns into danger and nastiness. The children eventually want to go home to a stable, warm and loving home, but Peter remains in Neverland betwixt and between civilization and the wild...like the untamable goat.

Other well known stories include goats. The piper character in Wind in the Willows is half man and half goat. [46] Muriel, a white goat, is one of the few fully literate animals in Animal Farm. [47] Tumnus, a character in the Chronicles of Narnia, has reddish skin, curly hair, brown eyes, a short pointed beard, horns on his forehead, cloven hooves, goat legs with glossy black hair, a 'strange but pleasant little face,' a long tail, and being 'only a little taller than Lucy herself.' [48] Other tales include the Swedish Yule Goat, Krampus of the Alpine regions, and the goat figures found in the western and Chinese astrology. Even the noted author and journalist John Steinbeck changed his assignment for the Daily Express away from reporting on the airplanes of the Royal Air Force at Manston Airfield. Instead, he wrote an entire column about the mascot, Wing Commander William de Goat D.S.O who munched cigarettes, ate nearly everything in sight especially beer and glycol cooling fluid and who was considered to be the luck of his wing [49]

In these stories, the goat character changes reality within the story and makes the reader see something unexpected. This is the essence of the Trickster archetype. 'He is the archetype who attacks all archetypes. He tells the story and then threatens to tear it apart. He is an eternal state of mind that is suspicious of all eternals, dragging them from their heavenly preserves to see how they fare down here in this time-haunted world ' [50] Imagination, aka creative lying, is the one of the most important element distinguishing humanity from all of the other species. [51]

The irrepressible and curious goat is rarely given enough credit. The goat is important to humanity as the creature who tried new food when other livestock would rather die; as a creature who adapted to a wholly new situation of urban life and survived; and as a creature who is always curious. The very curiosity that helped to save humanity from extinction in the Ice Ages became the reason for its damnation to hell. The student who discovers that something can be both attractive and dangerous at the same time awakens to the 'dilemma of curiosity'. [52] This fuels imagination.

Aristotle's goat continues to be a tutor because it does not stop being relevant when its assigned jobs are done but remains curious and explores beyond its boundaries. It continues despite the dilemma of curiosity. After humanity was fed, protected and organized, and became interested in its surroundings, the goat as Trickster entered the frame teaching humanity to use its imagination to reformulate reality and forcing us to admit that there is always something else---to eat!
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Adolescence (2025 TV mini series)

«It is bad and you should feel bad for liking it»

Preamble and the meta-review you never asked for

I don’t really approve of negative reviews. It’s not that I don’t dislike things – I dislike lots of ‘em, good and bad alike, to the point where some would say it’s my greatest talent. I find more enjoyment in disliking things more often than what’s appropriate, which is a state of affairs I feel a bit guilty about, so I try to use critically acclaimed works as a sink for all that negative energy coursing inside my veins. Nothing quite gets my old man yells at cloud-energy pumping like being confronted with something I am expected to like. And it doesn’t hurt the cloud if an old man yells at it.

The problem with negative reviews is that they aren’t very informative. Like a cat, there is lots of fluff – and like with the cat, when it gets wet, you realize that there is barely anything inside of all that fur. A negative review is mostly a very long-winded way of saying I don’t like thing. Well, thanks for sharing, I guess, I hear it’s therapeutic to open up about your feelings. But it’s not exactly what you would want from a review. If you have a pair of chopsticks, it’s a lot more useful to know that they’re great for bite-sized chunks of food, and even work for eating potato chips without getting your hands greasy, than it is to hear all about how they’re no use for soup or for steak or for fighting off a home invader. The process of elimination isn’t a super effective recommendation algorithm..
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Without getting too badly sidetracked, I suppose I should mention that negative reviews are valuable in domains with a low barrier to entry. When navigating food stalls, they can make the difference between a really good burger and thirty exceedingly unpleasant minutes in a public restroom. But products that have to make their way through a variety of filters in order to reach their customers, such as books and movies, are practically guaranteed to meet a certain minimal standard.

Thus there is limited information left to extract, for the purposes of sorting them on a purely one-dimensional axis running from bad to good. Similarly to how the wave-like nature of photons limits what level of detail can be resolved with a microscope, the variation in taste between people limits the accuracy of one-size-fits-all reviewing. Matchmaking is the million dollar problem – that’s where all the alpha is, to borrow a term from the tech bros. Reviewing should help people pick those dishes on the menu that will appeal to their palate.

The problem with negative reviews is closely related to the Karenina Principle. Unfortunately, despite drawing its name from an excellent novel, this principle has become tainted by association with Malcolm Gladwell, whose writing is weapons-grade bait for any contrarian. I feel more comfortable borrowing from Aristotle’s formulation:


(...) it is possible to fail in many ways (...), while to succeed is possible only in one way (for which reason also one is easy and the other difficult – to miss the mark easy, to hit it difficult). Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, book 2



A single idiot can easily find hundreds of reasons to dislike any given product – a whole crowd of them can produce an endless stream of criticism, and like with the proverbial blind chicken, some of their complaints might even have a grain of truth to them. Nonetheless, the testimonies of @HarryXDraco2002 will give more valuable insight into the merits of a fanfic than those of a thousand detractors – not because @HarryXDraco2002 is a connoisseur of the fine arts, but because he is a representative of a disturbingly large demographic whose lack of taste is second only to their lack of shame.


You might think you want to know what that X between Harry and Draco signifies, but you don’t. Turn back. Walk away. There is still time. And like Orpheus – whatever you do, don’t look over your shoulder.



But as surely as a duck quacks, a contrarian will contradict, sparing no one – not even himself. I will have a little bit of negative reviewing, as a treat, in order to let you in on why – despite the unending stream of glowing recommendations – Adolescence is actually kind of dumb. Not like how you can buy a luxurious looking dress from Temu and end up with something that falls short, not just as haute couture, but even as a do-it-yourself Halloween costume. Adolescence has excellent production values. People who wear skinny jeans and obsess over acting and cinematography fawn over it. But behind the backdrops, as a piece of storytelling, it is paper thin and largely disappointing.
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Okay, that was my hook out of the way.

Summary – here be spoilers

Adolescence is a British miniseries from 2025, telling a story in the aftermath of a homicide across four one-hour episodes. It’s not exactly a run-of-the-mill TV-show – for instance, each episode is presented as a continuous take without any cuts. But while the individual episodes are very focused on specific characters and events, this is not at all true for the series as a whole. There are large discontinuities between episodes, skipping chunks of time, changing the point of view and to some degree even the theme. The boy who functions as the main character of the show only appears on camera in two of the four episodes, which is definitely odd.

To give a very quick impression of the reception, a columnist from The Guardian describes it as the closest thing to TV perfection in decades, and the show’s Wikipedia page has a subsection titled Political impact. This is the sort of stuff that makes my inner contrarian fire on all cylinders. Adolescence can be fairly described as unique and compelling, maybe even groundbreaking. It is definitely well above average as far as TV-shows go – I don’t actually regret watching it, unlike everything on Netflix with the Harlan Coben brand on it.

However, Adolescence can also be fairly described as shallow and deeply flawed. I will briefly summarize the series, including my own “ratings”, episode by episode. It should be a decent refresher if you have already seen the show. And if you haven’t and aren’t allergic to spoilers, you will at least get some vague impressions of what it’s all about. I will not, however, pretend that every part of the review will make perfect sense without the full context of the TV show..
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Episode 1 – Arrest (4 out of 5 stars)

The first episode starts out with a quiet before the storm. Two police detectives are sitting in their patrol car, making conversation about their everyday lives before launching a dawn raid on a small residential home. The front door is battered down and police with guns and combat gear swarm the place, as if they are trying to get the jump on Pablo Escobar. Instead, they arrest a helpless and confused 13-year old boy, Jamie, in bed in his family home.

The episode proceeds in real time, giving ample time to dwell on all sorts of details that normally wouldn’t make the cut on TV – for a while, the show feels like it’s about the Kafkaesque process itself, a boy arrested without anyone willing to tell him why. The brutality of the initial raid seems almost comical and it is unpleasant to watch how the bureaucracy treats Jamie in the police station, not as much as a human being as something to be processed. All the professionals appear to be more concerned with avoiding anything that could resemble a procedural error than with explaining to the boy what is going on or what he is accused of.

After a number of uncomfortably long scenes, including fingerprinting (all ten fingers, one by one) and a strip search (penis inspection day becomes reality), we finally get to the police detectives interrogating Jamie in front of his father and his defense counsel. We still don’t know what crime is being investigated or how the boy might be connected to it, and the show has spent a fair bit of time on the attorney coaching the boy about his rights and what questions to answer. It is tempting to think of Jamie as the protagonist of the show and to assume that he is innocent – that the tension in the scene is that the police seem to have gotten the wrong idea and Jamie must avoid accidentally incriminating himself and being “railroaded”.

The interrogation proceeds in a rather adversarial fashion. It feels like the police detectives are on a bit of a power trip or as they dig into Jamie’s friendships, his social media and him having liked a variety of women’s modelling pictures, hoping to stumble over something they can use against him. But then everything suddenly takes a very strange turn, sort of pulling the rug out from under our feet – it turns out that what this is all about is that a girl from Jamie’s school has been found murdered, and the detectives play surveillance footage that they have been sitting on all along that shows Jamie literally stabbing her to death.

The boy starts crying, his father breaks down as well and the sixty-five minute continuous take has come to an end.

Episode 2 – Investigation (3 out of 5 stars)

The second episode follows the detectives from the previous episode as they investigate at the school of both Jamie and the murdered girl, wanting to get their hands on the weapon he used and to make some sense of what might have led up to a thirteen year old boy killing a schoolmate with a kitchen knife. The episode is a bit all over the place – among other things, it lingers on the general state of disorder at the school and the students’ lack of respect for their teachers and for the police, not to mention the memory of the girl who was brutally murdered just a few days ago.

The detectives follow two primary leads. First, the best friend of the victim, who is not merely rude but outright confrontational. She seems a lot more concerned with her own feelings than with helping the investigators and practically spoiling for a fight. Second, two of Jamie’s friends, who are just as unhelpful, but in a more evasive and less aggressive manner.

The detectives have been working on an assumption that the perpetrator and the victim were friends, based on contact between them on social media. The turning point of the school investigation comes when the son of one of the detectives, who attends the same school, gets so embarrassed by his father’s floundering that he decides to let him in on the secret “code” of the social media exchanges. What appears to be friendly messages is actually bullying – basically the girl shaming the boy as a sexually unattractive loser. The word incel is used, which feels like it’s brimming with fellow kids energy to me, but maybe that’s just me being out of the loop and the next generation is truly lost.
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During the one hour investigation, we are interrupted by a fire alarm set off by the students, during which the victim’s friend assaults one of the boy’s friends, as well as a not very convincing foot chase where a detective chases that very same friend down. The whole scene looks a lot like one person trying very hard to not catch up with the other. It turns out that the three boys in Jamie’s outcast group of friends have all been bullied, and that they borrowed him the knife hoping that he would confront her and put an end to the harassment – presumably not by stabbing her like fifteen times.

The episode ends with the investigator bonding with his son, taking him out to fish and chips, and the camera panning over to all the flowers at the memorial site for the murdered girl.

Episode 3 – Psych eval (5 out of 5 stars)

The third episode is by far the best one in the series, as is reflected by the IMDB ratings. Jamie is at a detention facility and a woman is interviewing him for a psychological evaluation to be used in the trial. Aside from some very minor breaks, where the psychologist gets drinks and talks a bit with a security guard, the entire episode is completely devoted to Jamie, the psychologist and their conversation, which develops a bit like a battle of wits. The psychologist is trying to break past the facade the boy presents and to understand his deeper emotions, while the boy is trying both to control the social situation and to stay composed to avoid hurting his own case in the upcoming trial.

Much of the conversation is filled with banalities – something Jamie remarks on himself – as the psychologist tries to feel Jamie out and avoid fake, rehearsed answers. They talk about family, about masculinity and about his feelings about women. In particular, we get to know that Jamie’s father tried to involve him in typical male-coded activities like football, which he had little talent for, leading both to the father being ashamed of Jamie and Jamie and feeling as a disappointment to his own father. We also get to see that Jamie thinks of himself as ugly and assumes girls will have no interest in him.

The best quality of the episode is the constant and subtle back and forths. It is well written and doesn’t feel like a screenwriter putting words in the mouths of some characters because that’s what we need to hear to move the plot along. You can feel the dynamics of the conversation – Jamie changing the topic when he gets bored or deflecting when he gets uncomfortable. It is clear that there are two people in the room and that they want completely different things from the conversation that they both work hard to get.

Jamie’s tragic flaw during the interview – his Achilles’ heel – is that he likes the psychologist a bit too much. Not just as an interesting person to talk to, but also as a sexually attractive young woman. This leads him to wanting to impress her, to assert himself, and he is repeatedly provoked to the point of losing his temper, revealing sides of his character that seem much more compatible with murdering a girl than his usual sensitive and quiet persona.

Somehow, the psychologist manages to get Jamie to reveal new details about the relationship between himself and the victim. We learn that part of how they got in touch was that topless photos of her were being circulated among the boys at school, after she had sent them to a date. Jamie figured that he might as well ask her out – while he considered himself too unattractive for any normal girls to take any interest in him, perhaps this girl, vulnerable after having been exposed to the whole school, might have no better options. This in turn led up to the bullying that was revealed in the second episode – apparently, the girl wasn’t quite that desperate and took Jamie’s advances as a personal insult. Considering his logic for approaching her, we can’t quite fault her.

In the climax of the episode, Jamie implicitly admits to the murder and emphasizes that, despite how he could easily have taken advantage of the girl during the confrontation that ended with him killing her, he didn’t, because he’s better than that. It seems that he hopes this will impress the psychologist, and that he wants to convince her that he isn’t the sort of creep or incel that he’s been made out to be.

The episode ends with the psychologist explaining that this is the final interview and that they will not meet again. This upsets Jamie, and in the middle of a tantrum he demands that she must tell him whether she likes him or not. After Jamie is taken away, the psychologist is shown sitting alone, all the unpleasant emotions she has hidden away throughout the interview washing over her.

Episode 4 – Harassment (2 out of 5 stars)

The final episode follows Jamie’s family – his father, mother and sister – at home while he is in custody and awaiting trial. It shows how they have been affected, both by having Jamie taken away from them as well by the local community harassing them, and how they try to come to terms with what their son has done. In the episode, they are trying to have something that approximates a normal day and to celebrate the father’s birthday, but they find that somebody has sprayed nonce on their van – a British slang term for a sexual offender. Despite their desperate insistence on acting like everything is normal, hoping that this will make everything normal, this illusion is impossible to maintain.

In real time, as always, we follow the family going through their day – Jamie’s father and mother reminiscing and trying to rekindle their romance or perhaps just trying to distract themselves from their current, desperate situation. The whole little family goes on a drive to a local mall to get paint, the father loses his composure and assaults some kids on suspicion of them having sprayed the slur on his van, before angrily pouring a whole bucket of paint over his van, making an awful mess out of it.

On their way back home, Jamie calls them, saying that he is thinking that he will plead guilty to the murder. Arriving home, the family finally gives up on their last plans of going out to celebrate the birthday, deciding instead to watch a movie at home and have some popcorn. The father and mother have a heartfelt conversation about how their son could have become a murderer, trying to understand what, if anything, they might have done wrong, but with little to show for it.

Continuous takes – gimmick or genius?

Adolescence’s hook, what helps it stand out in the ever more crowded world of television, is its use of continuous takes for each episode. While unusual, it’s not entirely original – as for all things on God’s green earth, Wikipedia has lists. Of the entries, I’m only familiar with 1917 (the World War I movie from 2019), which uses roughly the same gimmick to great effect. However, in 1917, this is an illusion, conjured by relatively long shots and clever editing, while what we see in Adolescence is supposedly the real deal. This is both impressive and baffling – baffling, because it seems much easier to get a more polished product by putting in less work if you cheat – and impressive, because they did not give in to that temptation.
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When someone tells me about the cinematographic qualities of a movie – about how it was shot on 35_mm_ analogue film or whatnot – I usually feel my eyes start to glaze over. But the use of continuous takes in Adolescence is not an insignificant technical quirk that can only be noticed by navel-gazing snobs. On every level, from the camera work in each individual scene to the overall structure of the story, the show has to respect the limitations imposed by never cutting.

It’s difficult to exaggerate how aggressively most shows and movies are edited, constantly jumping from overview shots to over-the-shoulder perspective to close-ups on faces to emphasize emotional reactions. There seems to be an almost religious fervor about not letting the camera linger and not letting scenes drag. Committing to continuous takes renders significant chunks of the standard moviemaking vocabulary “off-limits” for Adolescence, a bit like writing a novel without the letter e – though not as pointless.

The result is quite interesting, with a slower pace that is quite a breath of fresh air. It feels more like you’re part of events as they happen and less like you’re just watching a highlights reel after the fact. The experience of watching it almost makes me want to suggest that we’re all suffering from collective Stockholm syndrome from prolonged exposure to modern television – we’ve gotten so used to a constant barrage of cuts that we no longer notice how disorienting they are, that they rob us of a proper sense of space and time in the fictional universe. The continuous takes make Adolescence an unusually grounded experience and frequently takes it in interesting directions.

There are ways to skirt the rules when it comes to continuous takes. An obvious parallel is stage productions like theatre, where it’s impossible to do actual cuts, but you can still use a very standard scene-based structure by replacing the actors and props on stage as needed. Having a camera offers yet more freedom – pan from one room to the next, et voila, new set ready to go. Adolescence generally avoids workarounds like this, preferring to follow a single character’s viewpoint throughout each episode, though with a few exceptions inside of the police station in the first episode and numerous exceptions in the school in the second episode.

It is admirable that the creators mostly accept the constraints of the single shot format and choose to respect the rules instead of bending them. However counterintuitive it seems, necessity is the mother of all inventions – without limitations, what motivation do you have for getting off the beaten path? After the raid at the start of the first episode, Adolescence can’t just skip straight to the next critical event, like Jamie being coached by his defense counsel or the detectives interrogating him. Like it or not, the gaps in space and time must be bridged, and the resulting journeys are mostly worthwhile. We get to see the police separating Jamie from his father, we get to feel the awkwardness of the detective sitting in the back with him on the way to the station and we get to meet the staff who are more concerned with getting Jamie cornflakes for his breakfast than with explaining what exactly is happening and why.

Unfortunately, we also get a way too long fingerprinting scene and a ridiculous close up on Jamie’s father as the boy is strip searched during his arrest. There are definitely some misses mixed in with the hits. But overall, the continuous takes add more than they take away, particularly during the first and third episodes which are the definite highlights of the show.

AB-stories – the only thing worse than X is no X

Certain tricks are so useful that they cannot help but become victims of their own popularity. From the world of games we have player progression, originally in the form of RPG characters gaining experience points that unlock new gameplay elements. But game designers quickly caught on to how useful this trick is for making players feel invested and rewarded, coming back to satisfy their craving for more level up dopamine. So now you’ll find these RPG-like elements shoehorned into games regardless of whether they are a good fit, from free-to-play mobile games to Civilization 7. Somewhere along the way, the RPG mechanics lost their heroic fantasy lustre and started feeling more like busywork and office drudgery.
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Similarly, a storytelling technique sometimes called AB-stories has colonized television writing to the point where it’s no longer even a trick. Like nitrogen, it’s just part of the air we breathe, always there yet difficult to notice. In its purest form, the idea is just to have a main and a supporting story – the A and B stories, respectively – developing in parallel, normally with entirely different characters and no clear connection between them. The show will jump back and forth between these two storylines, and a competent storyteller will show them to be subtly converging, giving a vague sense that they are on a collision course. It’s underwhelming if the AB-stories turn out to be two independent storylines that each just do their own thing – ideally, the two stories fusing should be how everything resolves, the A and B stories providing the missing pieces to each other’s puzzles.

There are many reasons why AB-stories are so useful. The first one is that the scenes for the supporting storyline break up the main story. This might seem very odd – isn’t that a bad thing? Again from the world of games, we have Sid Meier’s quote about how it’s much better to have one good game than to have two great games – the idea being that two conjoined games distract from each other and compete for attention. Why doesn’t it work the same way with a TV show?

One of the main benefits of jumping back and forth between the two storylines is that it affords the writers more leeway. If you cut from one scene of Batman doing this to another scene of Batman doing that, the viewer cannot help but try to understand what happened in between. Having the previous scene fresh in memory invites scrutiny, an expectation of logic and continuity, that just doesn’t apply when the show cuts between entirely different storylines. The extra leeway provided by the AB structure can be extremely convenient – if nothing else, the reduced need for connective tissue makes room for more red, juicy meat – but it can also easily be abused by writers who realize that they can get away with telling stories that are mostly a grabbag of cool scenes that don’t actually make sense as a whole.

Another big benefit is that the B story can develop what is going to become the twist or the turning point for the main story. You can think of this as a sort of foreshadowing hiding in plain sight – since the connection between the A and B stories is not yet revealed to the audience, and since the A story is out of sight and out of mind during the B story scenes, there is much less need to perfectly model the viewer’s ability to follow your breadcrumbs. You can just throw things out there, without worrying about finding the perfect compromise between too obvious and too obtuse. And when the two parallel stories finally merge, there is the immense satisfaction of seeing the two halves finally click in place like how South-America fits into Africa. It helps you pull off plot twists that feel profound, rather than the disappointment of one that just blindsides you – the ill-reputed deus ex machina.


You can find a similar structure in Scott Alexander’s writing – frequently, he develops his essays as a first section that ends without really landing anywhere, instead jumping into a second section without even attempting to connect them. Gradually, with each subsequent section, a somewhat dim idea of an overarching theme forms, setting us up for the grand finale that is the last section, drawing on all the previously introduced elements and bringing them together into a single focal point, reaching a conclusion that is only really possible because of all the groundwork laid by the first few seemingly unrelated sections.



So how does this all relate to Adolescence? Obviously, the AB-story structure doesn’t make any sense without cutting. But as delighted as I was previously when praising the creativity and the freshness that continuous takes bring to the individual scenes and to the transitions between them, it pains me to say that I can’t say the same about Adolescence as a greater whole. It is not an AB-story, but it is also not a simple, linear story. It somehow manages to combine the worst of both worlds, spreading its attention thin over half a dozen different characters and side stories with little to show for it. Instead of weaving these together towards some satisfying climax, each episode seems to build up towards something that it fails to properly resolve, before the next episode veers off in a new, unexpected and unsatisfying direction.

The third episode is once again the exception, getting up-close and personal with what feels like the show’s actual premise: Could a 13-year-old boy really have stabbed a girl from his school to death? But there is so much meandering, too many side stories that are neither really relevant to the main story nor really interesting on their own – for instance the whole digression of the police detective father bonding with his son – and far too little depth to give a satisfying answer to whether a young, scrawny looking boy in early puberty could also be a cold-hearted murderer.

Defective stories and where to find them

After the unprecedented fall from grace of Game of Thrones in its final season, it became topical to ask if it is possible for a catastrophic final season to retroactively make the rest of the show bad, even though it used to be good. Like with a scissor statement, there are two answers that are both obviously correct, but also mutually exclusive. Even the worst possible ending to a story cannot travel back through time and undo the hours you have spent enjoying it, ignorant of the disappointment to follow. At the same time, it is quite difficult to fault someone for saying that his whole marriage leaves a bit of a sour taste in his mouth, after discovering that Ying Yue wasn’t really a naive exchange student, but rather a Chinese intelligence operative.
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Does the disappointing ending mean that no part of Game of Thrones is worth watching? Is it possible that the show would have been in some sense better, if it had just been dropped after the first six seasons and left unfinished? I think the right way of approaching this question is like with the philosophical problem of a tree falling in a forest. All the confusion stems from disagreement over how to interpret the word sound – if it is the physical waves that travel through the air, then of course the falling tree makes sound regardless of who’s present. But if it is the qualia of a brain processing that wave after it has been picked up by an eardrum and transformed into neural impulses, then obviously not.

Similarly, you can judge a TV show using two radically different frameworks. Borrowing terminology from Daniel Kahneman (I will restrain myself from going on a contrarian tirade here), we can talk about the experiencing self, which craves moment to moment satisfaction, and the remembering self, which asks with the benefit of hindsight whether something was worthwhile. The contrast between these two frameworks is the most stark when it comes to addictive behaviors, where indulging the addiction seems like the only possibility in the moment, but absurd and shameful in retrospect. Many such cases!


Despite occasionally feeling tempted, it is now twenty years since I first watched Death Note, the anime par excellence, and I still don’t know what happens past the 25th episode. I was once told that the final arc of the show is not nearly as good and makes for a much less satisfying conclusion, and why would I risk becoming conflicted about the show when I can instead feel reverent? It is perhaps not a coincidence that adaptations such as the Hollywood live action movie (an absolute travesty) and the Death Note musical (the crossover we didn’t know we needed) also pretend that Near and Mello don’t exist.



There is no particular reason that a TV show must appeal either to the experiencing or the remembering self. There are great works that work on both levels, please both the selves, but there is definitely a bit of tension between them. While it feels a bit rude to say it out loud, Lost is the poster child for what happens when short-term gratification gets emphasized, at the cost of long-term sustainability. The show got so caught up with throwing out intriguing hooks that it entirely forgot about grounding them in a coherent, fictional world.
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This is not just bad writing. Don’t get me wrong, it is bad writing, but more importantly, it’s Moloch personified. All communication depends on cooperation – we listen to someone, trusting that they are trying to tell us things that are some combination of true, useful and interesting, and we make aggressive use of that assumption when interpreting their mouth noises. There is a meta-joke called Nate the Snake, and I’m going to spoil it right here and now so that nobody wastes their time reading it. It’s got a word count in excess of ten thousand words, about a hundred times that of your run of the mill knock-knock joke, and the only payoff at the end of it all is an intentionally underwhelming pun – better Nate than lever. But Nate the Snake isn’t a joke – it’s a meta-joke, and the real punchline is at the reader’s expense, who was gullible enough to listen to all that nonsense, trusting that it was actually going somewhere.

Lost does something similar. It abuses your trust that the writers have an explanation for all the mysteries they are dangling in front of your nose. As each new layer of inexplicable complication gets piled on, the viewer’s sunk cost fallacy triggers and convinces him that since things now make even less sense than before, the inevitable resolution will be even more mind-blowingly awesome. Good luck with that, kiddo.
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So what about Adolescence? It doesn’t suffer from the same strain of disease as Game of Thrones, with its poorly written, whiplash-inducing final act, or as Lost, where every mystery that gets peeled off reveals a deeper, less scrutable mystery. Adolescence’s pathology is a lack of meaning. Despite feeling compelling from moment to moment, what happens on screen keeps falling just a bit short of adding up to a coherent and meaningful story. Remembering self is not amused!

Episode 1 – Arrest (4 out of 5 stars)

Take the first episode. In the beginning, it seems to be about how a young, innocent boy is mistreated by the police, with particular emphasis on how nobody is willing to tell him why he’s been arrested. This interpretation seems reasonable when you’re watching for the first time, because we don’t know yet that Jamie has murdered a girl. With the benefit of hindsight, however, this understanding of the events doesn’t work any more. What we actually saw was a boy who’s committed a heinous crime suffering a bit of harshness and proceduralism from the bureaucracy, and this truth seriously undermines the police brutality angle, making it less man bites dog (Drake yes) and more dog bites man (Drake no).

Later in the same episode, the focus seems to be on Jamie being coached by his lawyer, suggesting it is crucial that he avoids saying something stupid or incriminating himself. The interrogation scene starts out as a bit of verbal judo between the detectives and Jamie, and we are led to believe that how Jamie answers all the questions about his friends and social media will decide whether he goes free or if he instead gets tangled up in a very serious investigation. But for the resolution of the episode, where the detectives play surveillance footage of Jamie stabbing the deceased girl, all of this is completely irrelevant. Jamie knew all along that he had murdered a girl, in a manner that he couldn’t possibly expect to get away with. And the police knew all along that they had the incriminating footage they needed to get him. It’s as if we were sold tickets to the World Cup finals, excited to see who is going to win, but when we show up it turns out that we’re just getting the awards ceremony. And remember the part about how AB-stories are great for foreshadowing, to make twists seem as if they don’t come out of nowhere? Yeah, this is the exact sort of storytelling pitfall that you’re hoping to avoid.

Episode 2 – Investigation (3 out of 5 stars)

I don’t want to belabor every little nitpick, but there is unfortunately a recurring pattern in the show of things happening that seem quite interesting, but they either don’t really matter or they don’t really make sense. The second episode is all about investigating at Jamie’s school, wanting to uncover Jamie’s motive (fair enough, important stuff) and to find the murder weapon (strong MacGuffin vibes for this one). Because we want the episode to make sense, we start to hope that there’s been a misunderstanding, that maybe there’s more to the case than meets the eye. Hope springs eternal, as they say.

Throughout the entire episode, both Jamie’s friends and the friend of his victim act dodgy, which again lends itself to the whole more than meets the eye interpretation. They are evasive, somewhere on the spectrum between uncooperative and actively hostile, and seem to have no interest in helping with the investigation. The purpose of this seems to be to inject some artificial tension into the episode. Unfortunately, there is nothing meaningful about this, in a narrative sense – it is sort-of explained by the victim’s friend being frustrated and angry about her own loss and Jamie’s friends trying to cover up their own very marginal involvement in encouraging Jamie to confront the girl, but it’s not a very satisfying explanation. Police investigations and homicides are serious business.

The only meaningful contribution the second episode makes to the main storyline is to reveal that there’s been some bullying going on at the school, particularly between the murdered girl and Jamie and his friend group. Some terms like incel get mentioned, which I assume is not meant to be taken entirely literally, but more as a vague gesture towards sexual entitlement and frustration. We get practically no detail, unfortunately. It’s not show and not even tell, just mention in passing and move on, relying on our imaginations to fill in the rest. The whole episode is in some sense about why Jamie murdered the girl, but at the end, it’s difficult to claim that we’ve made much progress towards an answer.

Episode 3 – Psych eval (5 out of 5 stars)

This episode is great, so my critical review won’t take much interest in it. It speaks directly to the central theme of the show and the tension that carries the episode is actually meaningful: What in Jamie’s psyche explains the murder? What was his relationship to the girl and what created the conflict between them? Will he admit to the murder? Will he be considered to have understood what he was doing at the trial?

If the whole series was as strong as this episode, the series would have deserved all its accolades and I would have had no choice but to write a glowing review – and, being an irredeemable contrarian, I would of course rather have written nothing at all. It even works perfectly as a single, continuous take. While the long conversation certainly has some lows to go with its highs, showing us every second of it is the right decision. The only complaint I could make about the episode is that it really seems to set us up for a great finish, but if the third episode is the quarterback, the fourth episode is the wide receiver who’s run off in the wrong direction and completely fumbles the ball.

Episode 4 – Harassment (2 out of 5 stars)

Like Game of Thrones without its final season, Adolescence would have been a much better TV show without this final episode. The third episode could have worked as the finale. It engages with the right themes and puts some crucial puzzle pieces into place. It’s not wholly satisfying, because wanting us to accept that this timid-looking thirteen year old boy is also sexually frustrated with a hair-trigger temper and psychopathic and narcissistic tendencies is a bit of a big ask. But it would have been good enough – certainly much better than this final episode we get subjected to.

The whole episode is devoted to looking at Jamie’s family and how they deal with having Jamie taken away, as well as their own guilt and relentless harassment from their local community. It’s not objectively bad TV, though much of the episode is boring, watching characters we don’t care much about dig themselves deeper into their holes for no good reason. The biggest problem is that it abandons the compelling premise of the show in favor of the day to day life of Jamie’s family, which is hard to really care all that much about. This could have been a brave choice, if it managed to circle back, bringing the original premise to a satisfying conclusion. It could have been defensible, if this digression was at least an interesting story in its own right.

Instead, it is a total belly flop. Nothing interesting happens, let alone surprising. We learn nothing meaningful about Jamie or about the case – except for a brief phone call where Jamie says that he thinks he’s going to plead guilty. Instead of trying to understand this change of heart, we instead get long, drawn out scenes establishing the obvious – that being the immediate family of a child-murderer is not great and makes it rather difficult to hold it together and act like everything is normal.
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The final straw, adding insult to injury, is Jamie’s parents asking if they did something wrong as they, like the viewer, try to make sense of how their son ended up murdering a girl. If you’re still hoping for a satisfying ending here, you’re like the guy who leafs through the dictionary, trying to look up the word gullible. The whole miniseries is in its final minutes, about to try to answer the central question it’s been supposed to grapple with for four hours (in fairness, it has mostly been procrastinating). Why did Jamie become a murderer? And its conclusion basically amounts to:

I dunno lol. ¯\_(ツ)_/¯

The anatomy of a story

Who is to say that a story has to have a conclusion? That it has to be meaningful? Why does a story even need a theme? Why not go full obscurantism and take a maximalist definition of stories? Every possible sequence of letters is a story. Probably won’t convince your six year old at bedtime, but don’t let that stop you.

Part of what made the Harry Potter books successful is the strong themes. Voldemort is the main antagonist of the series – he killed Harry’s parents, leaving the orphaned boy growing up with abusive relatives. He who must not be named himself and his various henchmen cause all sorts of trouble for Harry throughout his years at Hogwarts. So it is no coincidence that the series is wrapped up with Voldemort being defeated, and it is no coincidence that bravery, camaraderie and love are integral to Harry’s triumph.

It is also no coincidence that there is a bit of a weird coda, showing Harry and his friends decades after the main story, seeing their own kids off to Hogwarts. Because the story is not just about the struggle against Voldemort. It is just as much, or perhaps more so, about Harry and his friends growing up and taking their place in the adult world. So this final scene, even if it feels a bit hamfisted, does important work to properly conclude the entire story. Harry’s victory was not without sacrifices. Will he and his friends ever be able to move past the trauma they have suffered? Can Hogwarts recover from everything that has ravaged its campus, its staff and its reputation?
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Yes. Commence warm fuzzies.

What about Adolescence? It’s not a sprawling epic like Harry Potter, and it’s not like every story has to have full blown OCD about tying everything neatly up with a bow. But could we at least have – something? At the end of it all, what I seem to be able to piece together is that Jamie suffers from a rather unusual combination of crippling self-esteem issues, sexual entitlement and violent temper. We get no real understanding of the dynamics between Jamie and his victim leading up to the murder – the social media bullying is mentioned at some point, but we don’t get to see any part of it and can’t get any feel for whether it was really that bad or if it was Jamie’s misplaced pride that drove him into murderous rage. The mini-twist towards the end, when Jamie suggests he’s going to plead guilty, undermines the picture the third episode paints of him as a sinister and remorseless psychopath – the show has a really unfortunate habit of cheapening its best moments in this way.

All the side stories about his lawyer, about the friends at school, the detective and his son, about the mother and sister – all of them seem rather pointless, failing both to carry their own weight and to add anything substantial to construction as a whole. A rather low bar for a good story is that it should come to a natural conclusion. It’s a really bad sign if you can watch the final episode and find yourself confused about wondering whether that was really the end, or maybe there’s another episode coming out next week. This is a bar that Adolescence doesn’t really clear.

The next point I want to make might seem excessively pedantic, but we’re so many pages worth of pedantry deep that I’m not sure what harm it can do. Why in the world is the show called Adolescence? Is that really what’s supposed to be its theme?

It is indeed about a boy in his early teens and his struggle with some fairly normal, adolescent insecurities, but Jamie himself is just too aberrant to allow the story to be about adolescence and not just about himself. I suspect, from some of the analyses I have seen of the show, that some people accept Jamie as an example of a relatively normal boy who has been warped by all the toxic masculinity in the water supply as well as “manosphere” influences. But if this is the point the show is trying to make – a tall mountain to climb, for sure – it doesn’t put in nearly enough work to substantiate it. Jamie’s behavior as shown in the third episode, particularly where he describes what a good boy he is for not having sexually abused the girl that he murdered, is profoundly “fucked up” on a much more fundamental level than what can be explained by just namedropping Andrew Tate.

Adolescence, the TV show, is about adolescence in about the same sense as Fight Club is about fighting or Harry Potter is about magic. Actually, the entire show is much more about parenthood, and it would have made for a much better story if it had accepted and embraced that. If only the name wasn’t already taken.
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The first episode works a lot better taking the point of view of Jamie’s father – we can identify with his humanity and he is in the same situation as the viewer, confused about why his son is arrested, upset with the way the police treat him and aghast to see the CCTV footage of his son murdering a girl. Even the second and third episodes can work quite well in this framing – the second episode would need to focus more on his father failing to notice and help out with his son’s difficulties; the third episode already delves a fair bit into the father-son relationship and its perhaps formative role in Jamie’s self-esteem issues. And finally, the fourth episode serves as a decent conclusion from the father’s perspective, showing his world collapsing on itself and his helpless frustration at realizing that despite all his efforts to do better than his own father, lightning struck and his son grew up to be a murderer.

Centered on Jamie, the whole psychopath explanation feels like a cop-out. It’s not that it’s unrealistic, really. Some people are just bad seeds for reasons we can not understand, perhaps for no reason at all. But it’s a kind of realism that really doesn’t make for satisfying stories. Surely there must have been some hostage situation that was resolved not by an elite SWAT team or by a charismatic negotiator or by a heroic captive, but by the terrorist just randomly having a heart attack. And even if it hasn’t actually happened, surely it could have. But using a random heart attack like that to resolve the main conflict of a story would be trolling on the highest level, exceeding even that of the previously mentioned Nate the Snake.

I can’t help but wonder to what extent Adolescence’s flaws owe to the limitations imposed by continuous takes. It’s easy to hate on flashbacks. They are lame, they are lazy, crutches that poor writers lean on for lack of any genuine talent. They even feel a bit patronizing, as if we’re incapable of connecting events without having them juxtaposed for us. But I would happily take flashbacks over the absence of cause of effect than plagues Adolescence. Continuous takes are stylish and all, but they are nowhere near cool enough to justify pivotal events happening entirely off-screen, leaving the story without critical, load-bearing elements. How does Jamie come to the realization that he should plead guilty? Is it an expression of remorse? Is it just an understanding that his case is hopeless and he stands more to gain from it? Who knows. Maybe the writers, but the whole point of telling a story is to divulge these things to the viewers.

Is it somehow impossible to tell a good story using continuous takes? I doubt it. 1917 works more than fine_. Memento_ doesn’t just manage to tell a story in reverse chronological order, but it’s fantastic.

It’s perhaps worth taking note of how, in both of these movies, the presentation of the story is not just a cute gimmick that’s been tacked on. For 1917, it transports us closer to the war and lets us experience it in a more visceral way, as if from the point of view of one soldier. In Memento, it confuses us and forces us to try to piece together an understanding of what might be going on based on insufficient information, which I realize sounds like an awful experience, but it beautifully mirrors the main character’s similar difficulties due to suffering from anterograde amnesia – basically an inability to form memories.

For Adolescence, I am almost tempted to guess that they started out wanting to do continuous takes, and then tried to stretch a story to that format even if it didn’t quite fit. The problem with this interpretation is that the single shot style actually works quite well in the first episode, and for the third episode it feels like a perfect match. Ultimately, where Adolescence falls short is the connective tissue – the different episodes, the various storylines, setup and payoff, cause and effect – it just doesn’t add up to a coherent whole.

So maybe it’s the same sort of thing that tends to happen when an amateur tries to write poetry in a very constrained form. Just conforming to the formal requirements of rhyme and metre can be so demanding that it’s easy to forget that a poem is supposed to do more than just check off certain technical requirements – ideally, it’s supposed to be meaningful and evocative, with artistic qualities beyond those of a sudoku solve..

But let’s close out on a somewhat positive note. A resounding yes to experiments in form. Adolescence is only rarely boring, and for all its flaws, it’s worth watching unless your time is very precious. Many will be inspired by its success and attempt to imitate it, and I hope they will achieve a decent baby to bathwater ratio. But a similarly resounding no to form over function, form divorced from function, and form without function.

And if it makes your life easier just stitch some cuts together. Maybe it will even save you some time to spend on getting your story straight. Remembering self will appreciate it, and you really don’t want to get on that guy’s bad side. He really knows how to hold a grudge.




Adult Gymnastics: How Falling On Your Butt Repeatedly Makes Everything Else in Life Easier

The best sport is more accessible than you think

I started training and competing in gymnastics 13 years ago at age 24, and I haven’t stopped since. I've come to believe it's objectively the best sport, at least according to the completely unbiased metric of "how much fun I've had and time I’ve spent doing various sports." I think a lot of people don’t even consider it as an option when thinking about how best to be physically active and I think that’s a mistake. Hopefully this review will give you an idea of why I think gymnastics is so great AND why you (yes even YOU!) could and should join the increasing number of adult gymnasts and go find an adult gymnastics class near you to try it out.

The Bar is Lower Than You Think

Not the high bar, that’s inarguably rather high. But actually most gyms have an adjustable height bar that you can put as low as you want. In any case, I’m talking about the metaphorical bar of “how _____ you need to be to do gymnastics”. The most common response I get when I pitch people on adult gymnastics is some combination of “I’m not flexible” and “LOL I’m too weak”. I think people imagine starting gymnastics to be something like getting put up on a set of rings and being told to try to do an iron cross.
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This would be insane, and I agree that you likely aren’t flexible or strong enough to do that. But you also aren’t fast enough to keep up with marathon world-record-holder Kelvin Kiptum in a race or tall enough to shoot hoops with LeBron, but people don’t seem to balk at the idea of going out for a jog or joining a pickup game at the local basketball court. Similar to how you’d start running for the first time, you start gymnastics with skills, drills, and basics that are appropriate to whatever your fitness and capability levels are right now, and those exist even for very very beginner level adults. Good adult coaches can meet you where you’re at, even if where you’re at is face down on the mat. I’ve taught beginner classes to people who have literally never done a sport in their lives, and they left the class in one piece, with a smile on their face, and a desire for more (and to be fair also a fair amount of sweat and soreness).

CrossFit, But With Less Cult and More Flips

The specialized nature of most physical activities creates what you might call "fitness asymmetries." Runners develop impressive cardiovascular capacity but often neglect upper body strength. Weightlifters build impressive force production but may lack mobility. Rock climbers develop grip strength that would make a gorilla jealous but might have comparatively underdeveloped lower bodies. But gymnastics really does use pretty much every muscle in your body. The sheer variety of movements and loads you need to master if you’re training all 8 different apparatus (across all the men’s and women’s events) is pretty unmatched across other physical activities I’m aware of. The phrase “I’m sore in places I didn’t even know I had muscles” is not uncommon in the gymnastics gym! And while gymnastics doesn’t push that far into the endurance realm of things (floor routines generally don’t go longer than 90 seconds), it’s not purely anaerobic and does a good job of working strength, power, and medium length strength-endurance.
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Beyond just being fit for the sake of being fit, one benefit I’ve found is that being fit across many domains (upper and lower body, power/strength/endurance, balance) means that when you want to try a new physical activity, you’re generally well prepared to jump right in. So even if you end up moving to a different activity (or simply supplementing your newfound gymnastics hobby), chances are good that the fitness you’ve gained in the gym will translate well to any new sport or activity. Beyond the realm of other sports, it’s becoming increasingly clear that whole body fitness is important for increasing your “healthspan” (a term coined by Peter Attia in his book “Outlive”) - how many years you have in a body that can do most of what you want it to do. Put differently: gymnastics doesn't just make you good at gymnastics; it makes you better at being a human with a body.

Boredom's Antidote: The Infinite Skill Tree

You could replicate much of gymnastics’ physical benefits by going to the gym and lifting weights, doing plyometrics, and hitting the treadmill. The problem with that is that it’s SUPER BORING. Gymnastics, on the other hand, is like solving a physical puzzle while accidentally getting ripped. Most of the time in gymnastics you’re either trying to figure out how to get your body and brain to do what you know they need to or figuring out what you need to do in the first place. And if you get bored, frustrated, or stuck on a given skill? Lucky for you, there are thousands of other things you can work on! Even better, when you come back to the skill you paused on, the other things you’ve learned and the strength and flexibility you’ve gained in the meantime will likely have increased your chances of progressing on the original skill. I pole vaulted for 6 years before picking up gymnastics, and while the two sports have a lot in common, the lack of variety in pole vaulting meant that mental or physical stumbling blocks were a lot more frustrating and disheartening than they’ve been in gymnastics. Same thing with distance running, soccer, and every other sport I’ve tried. On a similar note, the infinite variety means that if you really don’t like a given apparatus or skill, you can just not do it! There’s plenty of other things to dive (roll) into, and no one is forcing you to do anything!
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There are hundreds of pages like this, filled with skills to try - and you can always make up your own if something isn’t already in there!

I Think You Should Try Defying Gravity

There’s a reason so many people dream about flying - it’s fucking awesome. Gymnastics is the safest, cheapest way to satisfy this craving without investing in skydiving gear or joining NASA. The psychophysical experience of momentary weightlessness creates a neurological reward that’s difficult to replicate through other means. That split second of flight during a flip activates proprioceptive and vestibular systems in ways our evolutionary history simply didn’t prepare us for. At first, you’ll probably be distracted by the fact that you have no idea what’s going on and your brain is trying to process way too much novel sensory input, but once you start filtering all of that out, all that’s left is the flight. The feeling of flipping through the air or swinging around a steel bar over and over just can’t be beat, and every time I get back in the gym after some time off I’m just so thankful I get to experience such a sublime feeling.

Controlled Terror as Cognitive Medicine
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Yes, fear is good, and there are three main reasons:


	
Mandated Mindfulness: When part of your brain (whether rationally or irrationally, you’ll experience both in this sport) is worried you might be about to die, instinct takes over and shoves all other thoughts aside. I guarantee you won’t be ruminating about that project that’s overdue at work, or the fight you got in with your partner last night, or any of the other myriad stresses and worries that plague our everyday lives. So while some people meditate to clear their minds, I recommend something way more fun: controlled and repeated exposure to situations where part of your brain is screaming “AHHHHHHHH!!!”. I have found it to be extremely healthy and “mentally refreshing” to have a dedicated, regular block of time where I won’t (and can’t) think about all the other things going on in my life.



	
Adjusting the Fear Baseline: The principle of hedonic adaptation is that our brains eventually get used to even the most amazing feeling things, causing them to eventually become less enjoyable as your brain recalibrates to fit the new range of experiences into the standard spectrum. This has the downside of making things that used to feel quite good feel less good in comparison as the spectrum of feeling gets compressed and shifted. Down on the negative end of the spectrum, however, this can be a positive outcome! When you flip backwards and risk landing on your head (don’t worry you don’t do this on day one!) regularly, this gets pegged as the new “oh my god I’m so scared” end of the spectrum, and having that stressful talk with your boss to ask for a promotion no longer feels quite so scary. As with everything in this review, your mileage may vary, but at least in my experience this has made mundane “scary” activities much more approachable.



	
Humility and Empathy via Brain Betrayal: In most of our lives, it seems like we’re in full control of our bodies: when you want to pick up your phone, your hand does exactly what you want and reaches out and grasps the phone. But it becomes glaringly obvious that things aren’t quite that simple when you do any fear-adjacent activity like gymnastics. You might be fully physically capable of a skill, have done it multiple times in the past, know that if you do the correct technique it will be safe and easy, and know that if you do the wrong thing it’ll get more dangerous. And yet when you go to do the skill, your brain (or at least my brain) regularly goes “HOLD MY BEER!” and grabs control of your body and does the instinctual “oh my god I’m upside down and falling and twisting” thing, which unfortunately almost always makes things worse.

Imagine if everyday life was like this: you go to take a pot of pasta off the stove, you’ve done it plenty of times, and you know that you just need to grab the handle where it won’t be too hot. Then as you reach out, for some reason instead you just slap your hand against the bottom side of the pot and burn yourself. That’s what happens all the time when you’re learning new skills you’re afraid of. Don’t worry, you set up mats and spotting and harnesses and belts and whatnot to make the consequences non-disastrous. Experiencing things like this regularly makes me more aware and thankful that the rest of my life operates so smoothly!

Another side effect of this awareness (at least for me) is an increased level of empathy for others who are seemingly acting against their own interests. In my everyday life, I’m pretty good at doing things that are good for me, but experiencing first hand obviously self-defeating behavior in the gym gives me a better idea of what it might be like for those who do similar things in more conventional settings.





Accidental Abs: Aesthetic Side Effects May Occur

I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the impact of this very physical activity on what your body looks like. As a consequence of the whole body workout described in the second section above, gymnastics can make you look really fit (as a consequence of being really fit). People frequently ask what kind of weight lifting I do and are surprised to learn that for the most part the only thing I lift is my body, not dumbbells. That being said, I think it’s also important to note that you don’t have to look like this to do gymnastics:
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As a counterpoint, all of these people also do gymnastics and obviously have a wide range of body types:
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Addressing the Elephant in the Gym: Injury Risk

When most people think of gymnastics, they might imagine catastrophic injuries - snapped tendons, broken bones, concussions. This perception isn't entirely unfounded; gymnastics does involve risk. However, to borrow a concept from Patrick McKenzie, the optimal amount of injury risk is non-zero. At one end of the spectrum, if you sit around and never are active, you risk all sorts of health related issues from low physical fitness. At the other end, if you are constantly engaged in high intensity athletic activity then your risk of overuse and acute injuries is going to be rather high. Most people want to be somewhere in the middle, and gymnastics is probably closer to the low impact end of the spectrum than you think - there are lots of soft mats and springs involved in this sport! For way too many examples of me failing but not getting injured, see here.

The perceived risk of gymnastics is high because the movements look dangerous, but proper instruction and progression management can substantially mitigate actual risk. Compare this to running, which has a deceptively high injury rate (up to 79% of runners experience injuries annually according to van Gent et al., 2007) despite appearing low-risk. The principle at work here is that visible risk often leads to better risk management. When an activity looks dangerous, we approach it with appropriate caution. By contrast, activities that appear safe often lull us into overconfidence, leading paradoxically to higher injury rates.
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Sticking the Landing

So is gymnastics for everyone? Maybe not, but I think it’s probably a better fit for more people than you might think, and you might just be one of those people. You don’t need to be strong, flexible, or fearless (although those things do increase your rate of progress!), you just need to be willing to try.

Even if you don't enjoy it, the cost is minimal: a few classes and some time spent exploring a new activity, perhaps with a friend. If you do like it, the upside is tremendous: a lifetime of engaging physical challenges, improved body awareness, and a constantly recalibrating fear response. Most people have an adult class in their area, all it takes is a quick web search. I promise the barriers to entry are more likely to be psychological rather than physical. The first few classes will probably be awkward, might be embarrassing, and will definitely be humbling, but basic competence comes more quickly than you’d expect.

What I’ve found particularly valuable about gymnastics, especially for adults, is that it offers a template for approaching other daunting challenges. Learning to manage fear, embrace temporary incompetence on the way to long term goals, and breaking down seemingly intractable problems into more bite-size chunks are capabilities that transfer to countless domains outside of the gym. So while the physical benefits of gymnastics are substantial, the mental impacts are just as transformative. Few activities offer better preparation for the perpetual beginner’s mindset that our increasingly face paced society demands.

So take a leap of faith, check your ego at the gym door, and join the ranks of adults who’ve discovered that while gymnastics might not be the easiest path to fitness, it ultimately teaches you how to better navigate the balance beam of life and stick the landing (eventually).




Airships: A Tech‑Tree Branch We Let Wither

I like to imagine the state of technical progress as a tech tree in a video game. The digital age tech tree is cool, with advancements like the internet and now and, built on top of it, AI, but I can’t help thinking about the tech paths we let wither on the branch.  Take airships: a century ago they crossed oceans in Art‑Deco salons, then vanished in a flash of hydrogen and bad headlines. Today armed with carbon‑fibre frames, electric drivetrains and a climate mandate we may finally have the points to re‑unlock that branch.

Airships can cut CO₂ by 90 % on regional cargo runs. Here’s how we lost and may regain this tech branch.

As this is a review of airships, I should acknowledge my bias. I think airships are very cool. So much so that I spent a considerable amount of time building one in Minecraft.
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This airship has lightning rods to prevent re-creating the Hindenburg disaster.

I The Glory Days

As most technologies began, airships were developed through the military. These airships made their debut during World War I. This was surprising to me at first, wouldn’t they be easy targets for early airplanes? A few shots into their hydrogen cells, and they’d be done for.

Yet militaries found plenty of niche uses: fleet scouting, city bombing, U-boat hunting, shielding cities, and even serving as early warning radar stations. Eventually, every one of these roles would be taken over by faster, tougher fixed-wing aircraft or missiles, but for a time, airships ruled the skies.

There was a man named Hugo Eckener who had a plan to take this technology and repackage it into luxurious cruises of the sky for the well-to-do.

At the time, the Zeppelin company was running out of money, they would need a large win if they wanted to continue existing. Its senior captain, Hugo Eckener, who had started as a journalist writing about zeppelins, knew how powerful a good story could be. He pitched a bold idea: he would captain the Graf Zeppelin, LZ-127, around the globe faster than anyone ever had before. He reached out to newspaper tycoon Randolph Hearst, offering exclusive rights to the story in exchange for funding. Hearst loved it and invested $200,000, half the project budget and about $3.7 million in today's money. In return, he placed four of his own correspondents aboard and insisted the trip start and end in Lakehurst, New Jersey, his hometown. He also required the trip to be branded as a "Hearst stunt."

Eckener pieced together the rest of the budget through grubby little deals like selling souvenir airmail stamped and pre-ordered by collectors for each leg of the journey.

But this was still a huge gamble. A crash or even bad press could void Hearst’s payments, spook insurers, and scare off future financiers. If successful, however, it would show the world that zeppelins were a safe and reliable luxury travel option of the future.
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The Dining area of the Graf Zeppelin

The journey was risky. In California’s Mines Field, hot landing surfaces reduced hydrogen lift so much that the airship couldn’t take off. Eckener had to remove six passengers and reduce fuel, food, and spares to shave weight. Even then, it was barely enough. He ran the engines at full emergency power, and the 776-foot hull surged forward. As the stern dipped, it struck the ground and tore fabric on the lower fin. The ship narrowly avoided power lines and climbed to safety. Riggers crawled along the internal catwalk to patch the tear mid-air.

This was just the beginning. The voyage continued in August, peak season for North Atlantic storms. Eckener dodged thunderstorms and squall lines while navigating with 1920s radio, which often failed in lightning. He reverted to sextant navigation whenever sunlight broke through. Hearst’s newspapers ran hourly updates as all this unfolded. Every detour while likely lifesaving, shaved fuel margins and risked their goal of fastest circumnavigation.

Still, Eckener reached Friedrichshafen in 55 hours and 22 minutes, just four hours behind schedule, setting a new nonstop distance record for an airship.

The Graf Zeppelin completed the trip in 21 days and 33,234 kilometers, the fastest circumnavigation at the time. Crowds cheered the crew on arrival. Eckener received National Geographic’s gold medal, and the success helped secure funding for the Hindenburg.

II: The Hindenburg

May 6 1937, Lakehurst Naval Air Station. Hindenburg is minutes from docking after a 3‑day Atlantic hop. Designed for inert helium, she carries flammable hydrogen because the U.S. export ban under the 1925 Helium Act left Germany no alternative. A sudden wind shift forces a sharp turn; mooring ropes slap the wet skin. At 7:25 p.m. by witnesses’ watches, a pale flame near the tail blossoms into an orange roar.

The ship collapses in 34 seconds; yet 62 of 97 aboard survive, plus most ground crew. Later probes agree on the sequence: a gas‑cell tear, hydrogen‑air mix, then a static‑spark ignition, amplified by the doped‑cotton skin’s flammability Smithsonian Magazine. Insurance rates triple overnight; U.S. media re‑run the footage for weeks; passenger bookings evaporate.

After that, the public lost faith in airships. Within two years, the last aluminum-framed giant, Graf Zeppelin II, made its final flight.
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I find it strange. The Titanic also ended in tragedy, yet people didn’t give up on ocean liners. Why were airships treated differently? Maybe it’s because the Titanic sank out at sea, largely away from public view. The Hindenburg exploded in front of a crowd. That visibility may have made all the difference.

III: Where Are We Now

After the Hindenburg, airships became an endangered species. As not much happens for airships in the decades following the Hindenburg here are the highlights:

1940 – late‑1960s U.S. Navy patrol era

• Airships log 1 ½ million accident‑free hours hunting submarines in WWII; the final ZPG‑3W radar picket flights end in 1962 and the program winds down by 1969.

1980 – 2010 Advertising & aerial‑TV era

• Goodyear’s GZ‑20 fleet becomes a floating camera boom, covering hundreds of Super Bowls, Indy 500s and golf majors while the word blimp turns into a global brand asset.

Then came Sergey Brin and Pathfinder 1. In 2013, with Google booming as an advertisement monopoly, Brin, a Google co-founder, quietly funded LTA Research, eventually spending an estimated $250 million to build the 124-meter Pathfinder 1 at NASA’s Moffett Field. The idea began in 2014 when he visited Moffett’s museum and saw the skeleton of the USS Macon, a 1930s airship. The sight sparked the dream of resurrecting efficient, giant dirigibles.

Brin's team worked in secret for nearly a decade. The NDA shield allowed them to develop carbon-fiber structures, advanced avionics, and hydrogen-ready powertrains without competitors or media scrutiny. Early testing was done indoors and later in low-profile outdoor conditions to avoid public panic or "Hindenburg 2.0" headlines.

In September 2023, Pathfinder 1 received its airworthiness certificate. By October 2024, it completed its first untethered outdoor flight. As of today (spring 2025), it's still undergoing cautious, low-altitude test flights.
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Brin’s nonprofit, Global Support and Development, is already planning to use it for Pacific cyclone relief in 2026, mirroring their yacht-based medical response model. Pathfinder 1 is collecting performance data to certify cargo systems, including slings and pallet roll-on/roll-off designs.

The timing mirrors the “Fourth Turning” rhythm: almost 90 years after the Hindenburg, the span of living memory, and with it the visceral veto against airships. Once living memory fades, technologies can be reassessed on fresh facts especially when new materials and climate pressures rewrite the cost‑benefit sheet. In that sense, the 2013‑onward revival isn’t a fad; it’s the natural moment for a second audition after a catastrophic first act.

IV Quick Definition

So, what are airships?

An airship is a type of lighter-than-air aircraft that can be steered and propelled through the air using engines and rudders. It stays aloft by the buoyancy of a gas, either helium or hydrogen, which is lighter than air. Some, like the Goodyear blimps you might have seen, have no internal structure and rely on internal gas pressure to maintain shape. Semi-rigid airships, on the other hand, include a partial framework, often a keel or truss along the bottom, which reinforces the envelope and allows for heavier loads and larger size. This review focuses on the semi-rigid variety, exploring why they disappeared and how they could make a comeback.

V Design Challenges

As a mechanical engineer, what fascinates me are the design trade-offs modern airships face.

First, there’s the lifting gas. Helium is safe but expensive and in short supply, around $390–550 per thousand cubic feet in 2025. Export helium now rides on three liquefied natural gas hubs: Qatar, Algeria and Russia’s Amur making every plant outage or Strait of Hormuz scare a market shock.

Hydrogen is abundant and can be produced through electrolysis and it provides about 10% more lift than helium, but its explosive nature means developers need to bend over backwards with safety systems. Modern design has every hydrogen cell being double‑walled in Mylar, with an inert nitrogen buffer between skins so that any leak meets nitrogen, not oxygen, before it can mix with the airframe. Spark-proof electrical systems are also needed to reduce risk of igniting the hydrogen. If we can manage the safety problems however, hydrogen is the most scalable path forward for airships. Currently, designers of modern day airships are using helium-based designs as the first step, while hydrogen propulsion is a highly coveted future upgrade.

Buoyancy control is another challenge. If an airship offloads a heavy cargo load, and if nothing is done the ship becomes positively buoyant and tries to shoot sky‑ward. Classic fixes like venting gas or taking on ballast are wasteful or logistically hard. The modern solution is to compress helium into tanks and backfill the envelope with air from the atmosphere. But this requires energy, creates heat, and needs intercoolers.

Ironically what makes hydrogen so appealing as a lifting gas makes it much worse to be able to compress. Hydrogen’s density at 1 bar is half helium’s, so to pack the same volume of gas into a small space you must go to 7 to 10 times the pressure. Some designers sidestep high‑pressure tanks with variable ballonets: onboard blowers pump outside air into flexible internal balloons, trading lift for a small weight penalty in minutes without venting precious gas.

A more experimental idea is steam‑condensation trim, where water ballast is boiled off for ascent and re‑condensed for landing, no gas compression at all.

Regulatory barriers also loom large. Neither the FAA nor EASA has a mature airship certification framework. Each project negotiates special terms, adding complexity and delays. Hybrid Air Vehicles, for example, began UK certification in 2024 and hopes for commercial service by 2028 or 2029, pending hundreds of compliance checks.

VI: What They Could Fix Today

The 1920 Jones Act severely restricts coastal shipping in the United States. It requires that any cargo shipped between U.S. ports must be carried on U.S.-built, -flagged, -owned, and -crewed vessels.

The result? A 2 to 3 times cost increase for American shipping. For territories like Puerto Rico, this translates to higher consumer prices. A study on Puerto Rico found the Jones Act alone adds about 1% to their household costs.Given that the Act is unlikely to be repealed anytime soon, airships might fill the void.

In Canada, Nunavut faces similar challenges. With no road access, everything is flown in, at great cost. A 20 kg box costing $0.10 per kg to ship from Toronto to Winnipeg can cost $3 to $10 per kg to reach Nunavut by plane.

A University of Manitoba study compared a 50-tonne airship with current aircraft and sealift services. The result: airships could reduce logistics costs by 12 to 38% and cut carbon emissions by over 75%. The break-even freight rate is estimated at $2 to $4 per kg, well below scheduled air freight.

Airships can match truck speeds and reach locations without runways or highways, all while using much less energy. Trains are better when available, but at least for Canada building new rail lines seems like something the government doesn’t have the capacity to do anymore.

VII: Carbon Efficiency

Airships require minimal energy to stay aloft and operate at much lower speeds than aircraft, making them incredibly energy efficient. Since power needs scale cubically with speed, airships flying at truck speeds use dramatically less energy.

Compared to bush planes or turboprops, airships can reduce emissions by 90 to 98% for cargo that can’t wait weeks for sealift.

VIII: Conclusion

Airships will not sink container ships or outrun jets.  Their sweet spot is the messy middle: routes too thin for rail, too remote for roads, too carbon‑sensitive for constant turboprops.  If we marry today’s composites, batteries and hydrogen with yesterday’s buoyancy physics, the next “green freight lane” may float overhead quiet, slow, and surprisingly cost‑effective.

History abandoned airships too quickly. Recently I saw a post showcasing a conceptual design of a new nuclear powered airplane that would be used for sky cruises. The picture looks absurd, a great big behemoth of absolute excess:
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The only trouble with this design is that we had already had this type of luxury air cruises back in 1920 with the Graf Zeppelin that circumnavigated the globe! We have forgotten this and are now trying to reinvent it in new silly ways. Maybe that’s why I want them to come back. Floating through the sky in a giant blimp scratches that steampunk itch. It would feel like witnessing a real, imaginative leap forward.




Alpha School

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]




“Just as we don’t accept students using AI to write their essays, we will not accept districts using AI to supplant the critical role of teachers.”



— Arthur Steinberg, American Federation of Teachers‑PA, reacting to Alpha’s cyber‑charter bid, January 2025 

In January 2025, the charter school application of “Unbound Academy”, a subsidiary of “2 Hour Learning, Inc”, lit up the education press: two hours of “AI‑powered” academics, 2.6x learning velocity, and zero teachers. Sympathetic reporters repeated the slogans; union leaders reached for pitchforks; Reddit muttered “another rich‑kid scam.” More sophisticated critics dismissed the pitch as “selective data from expensive private schools”.

But there is nowhere on the internet that provides a detailed, non-partisan, description of what the “2 hour learning” program actually is, let alone an objective third party analysis to back up its claims.

2-Hour Learning’s flagship school is the “Alpha School” in Austin Texas. The Alpha homepage makes three claims:


	
Love School



	
Learn 2X in two-hours per day



	
Learn Life Skills





Only the second claim seems to be controversial, which may be exactly why that is the claim the Alpha PR team focuses on. That PR campaign makes three more sub-claims on what the two-hour, 2x learning really means:


	
“Learn 2.6X faster.” (on average)



	
“Only two hours of academics per day.”



	
“Powered by  AI (not teachers).”





If all of this makes your inner Bayesian flinch, you’re in good company. After twenty‑odd years of watching shiny education fixes wobble and crash—KIPP, AltSchool, Summit Learning, One-laptop-per-child, No child left behind, MOOCs, Khan‑for‑Everything—you should be skeptical. Either Alpha is (a) another program for the affluent propped up by selection effects, or (b) a clever way to turn children into joyless speed‑reading calculators. Those were, more or less, the two critical camps that emerged when Alpha’s parent company was approved to launch the tuition‑free Arizona charter school this past January.

Unfortunately, the public evidence base on whether this is “real” is thin in both directions. Alpha’s own material is glossy and elliptical; mainstream coverage either repeats Alpha’s talking points, or attacks the premise that kids should even be allowed to learn faster than their peers. Until Raj Chetty installs himself in the hallway with a clipboard counting MAP percentiles it is hard to get real information on what exactly Alpha is doing, whether it is actually working beyond selection effects, and if there is anyway it could scale in a way that all the other education initiatives seemed to fail to do.

I first heard about Alpha in May 2024, and in the absence of randomized‑controlled clarity, I did what any moderately obsessive parent with three elementary-aged kids and an itch for data would do: I moved the family across the country to Austin for a year and ran the experiment myself (unfortunately, despite trying my best we never managed to have identical twins, so I stopped short of running a proper control group. My wife was less disappointed than I was).

Since last autumn I’ve collected the sort of on‑the‑ground detail that doesn’t surface in press releases, or is available anywhere online: long chats with founders, curriculum leads, “guides” (not teachers), Brazilian Zoom coaches, sceptical parents, ecstatic parents, and the kids who live inside the Alpha dashboard – including my own. I hope this seven-part review can help share what the program actually is and that this review is more open minded than the critics, but is something that would never get past an Alpha public relations gatekeeper:


	
Starting Point: My Assumptions: how my views on elite private schools, tutoring and acceleration shaped the experiment (and this essay). WHAT is the existing education environment.



	
A Short History of Alpha: from billionaire‑funded microschool to charter aspirations. HOW Alpha came to be.



	
How Alpha Works Part 1: Under the Hood: What does “2‑hour learning” actually look like – what is the product and the science behind the product? HOW is Alpha getting kids to learn faster (Spoiler: “Two hour learning AI learning” closer to three hours, with a 5:1 teacher:student ratio and zero “generative AI”).



	
How Alpha Works Part 2: Incentives & Motivation: The secret sauce that doesn’t get mentioned in the PR copy, but I have discovered is at least as important as the fancy technology. The “other HOW” that no one is talking about.



	
How Alpha is Measured: Effectiveness: The science says it should work, but how do you measure if it is working? How is the vaunted “2.6x” number calculated? WHAT data is Alpha using to make its claims and what does that data actually say?



	
Why this time might be different: Most promising educational initiatives fail to have impact when expanded beyond their initial studies. Bryan Caplan might argue this is because most education education is just signaling anyway (“The Case Against Education”). He also argues that most parental interventions have no impact (“Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids”) – He claims that how kids turn out is a combination of genetics and non-shared environment (randomness; nothing to do with parenting choices). How can we reconcile Caplan’s buttoned-up data with the idea that the “parenting choice” to educate your kids differently (like with Alpha) might result in different outcomes than would be expected from genetics alone? WHY could Alpha work?



	
What Comes Next? The Scaling Problem: The Alpha founders have a vision of completely re-inventing the way the world serves education. But even if Alpha works, it is up against a history of education programs that were never able to scale. It is also going to face resistance for being “weird”. WHAT comes next?





After twelve months I’m persuaded that Alpha is doing something remarkable—but that almost everyone, including Alpha’s own copywriting team, is describing it wrong:


	
It isn’t genuine two‑hour learning: most kids start school at 8:30am, start working on the “two-hour platform” sometime between 9am-930am and are occupied with academics until noon-1230pm. They also blend in “surges” from time to time to squeeze in more hours on the platform.



	
It isn’t AI in the way we have been thinking about it since the “Attention is all you need” paper. There is no “generative AI” powered by OpenAI, Gemini or Claude in the platform the kids use – it is closer to “turbocharged spreadsheet checklist with a spaced‑repetition algorithm”



	
It definitely isn’t teacher‑free: Teachers have been rebranded “guides”, and while their workload is different than a traditional school, they are very important – and both the quantity and quality are much higher than traditional schools.



	
The bundle matters: it’s not just the learning platform on its own. A big part of the product’s success is how the school has set up student incentives and the culture they have built to make everything work together





…Yet the core claim survives: Since they started in October my children have been marching through and mastering material roughly three times faster than their age‑matched peers (and their own speed prior to the program). I am NOT convinced that an Alpha-like program would work for every child, but I expect, for roughly 30-70% of children it could radically change how fast they learn, and dramatically change their lives and potential.

Part One: Starting Assumptions

In November 2020 we had a meeting with the head of our kids’ original elite private school for the gifted. Her un-blinking eyes stared at us down through the Zoom screen as we listened compliantly, “My job is to keep everyone a little unhappy,”

I resisted the urge to mention Vilfredo Pareto.

We had just spent a month working with a team of kindergarten parents drafting potential constructive fixes to the COVID mess our kids were experiencing. We were not happy with the status quo. While much has been written about how private schools generally handled COVID better than their public counterparts, our school was an exception. While other private schools in the area had moved back to full time in-person learning on campus, ours continued to stream YouTube yoga for P.E. To their credit, other teachers tried harder, but none had experience trying to teach five-year olds over Zoom, and frankly the Youtube videos were sometimes the most engaging content the kids experienced in a given day.

We paid $35,000/year so instructors could curate videos for our kids – and that didn’t even include babysitting (I set up my “office” in the closet of her room so I could help when she needed it. You could imagine how productive I was that year).

A friend who had had kids graduate from the school recommended I speak with the head of the board. He in turn suggested we get a group of parents together to write a proposal and get it in front of the head of the school. That was exactly what we did. We summarized the academic data breakdowns on the risk of COVID to children including spreading rates at schools with different policies. We provided examples of what other schools around the world were doing both to mitigate risk of spread, but also to ensure more engaged learning from the kids – options for better ventilation, outdoor pods options – anything but more Zoom yoga for our five‑year‑olds. She did not respond the way the head of the board led us to expect she would. The response wasn’t gratitude or appreciation – or even interest; it was an invitation to grovel so our kindergartener could remain enrolled – “This meeting is not about your proposal or changing anything. This meeting is to decide if you are still a good fit for our school”. That was the moment the shine of the school’s claim to be a “inspiration for gifted children” had completely vanished. We were no longer enrolled either emotionally or analytically. We were enrolled because we didn’t see any better alternatives.

Voice clearly wasn’t an option; Hirschman’s trilemma left us with “loyalty or exit.” We chose loyalty, mostly because in the short term there was no way to switch to the few schools that were allowing in-person learning during COVID, and in the longer term, we just hoped the school would “fix itself” once things got back to normal, and switching would mean either moving or accepting much longer commutes. Hopefully COVID would be over soon.

What selective private schools do well

In order to get into this school our kids needed to score in the top 3% on an IQ-test they took when they were four-years old. As parents we needed to complete a college-style application with a dozen short essays (“How will your family contribute to the DEI goals of our school?”). The most promising of the high-IQ preschoolers whose parents did not screw-up the essay questions were given an opportunity to experience an in-person day of group assessments. Roughly half of those kids were offered admittance.

Now, after four years with three kids at this ultra-selective school, I can name exactly four genuine upgrades over our neighborhood public school:


	
Tiny classes – teacher‑to‑student ratio hovered around 10 : 1 versus 25:1 or worse at the public school



	
Exceptional peers – classroom disruption was rare, they were surrounded by incredibly bright and motivated classmates – kids enthralled by learning rather than make-up and crop tops (yes, even in elementary schools)



	
Deep pockets – music rooms, tech labs, theatre programs – even ski trips



	
No bottom‑quartile teachers – there were weak teachers, but nothing like the worst duds you hear about, or that I had experienced as a child. No one was “phoning it in”.





But… for many other characteristics I did not see any difference from the free, local, public schools:


	
Median teacher skill ≈ public median. Our friends in the public schools had lots of great teachers.



	
Best teacher skill ≈ public best. Some of the best teachers at our school left to teach in the public schools



	
Same state curriculum, same worksheets, same pace.





The school philosophy was “no acceleration—just go deep.” We knew this was the philosophy going in. The pitch was that instead of accelerating through the state curriculum the teachers would take their time with the kids and allow them to fully explore and master the content of each grade. When we asked for examples of what that meant in practice we were told things like: “Instead of reading more advanced vocabulary, the students will learn to read out loud and use emotion and character impressions. They will learn how to vary the timing of their reading like where and when to pause to create emotion in the listener”. That sounded reasonable! It sounded like more learning, but just different learning than what the state had mandated.

In practice that was not what happened.

In practice “deep” just meant “un‑measured.”

Smart kids + small classes ≠ accountability.

The kids had time to do music, lego building, theatre and Friday ski trips because they were all really bright. They didn’t need 6+ hours a day to learn the limited math required by the state, and since the school did not feel the need to advance faster than the state, there was no pressure to push learning at all – on anything really.

There was no overall school curriculum. Every teacher did their own thing. While one first grade class had weekly spelling bees, the teacher in the other classroom did not believe in learning spelling at all. But it didn’t matter. The metrics they measured the kids on in both classes advanced “enough” that no one was concerned.

Most time wasn’t spent on math or language anyway. Beyond the brochure activities like skiing and theater and the four hours of foreign language per week they split between Spanish and Mandarin (which was really a great opportunity for the kids who already spoke Spanish and Mandarin to have their egos flattered. I did not see any learning in either language class. I don’t see how you can teach a language a couple of hours a week to a group of 18 kids with skill levels from zero to fluency and expect to have any impact), a lot of time was spent on DEI.

DEI was pitched as helping kids handle the emotions that often come from being sensitive gifted children (they called it “Synapse”). In practice my oldest daughter got four years of learning about the basic ideas of Martin Luther King Junior and Rosa Parks, a rough understanding that some people are non-binary, and a great deal of anxiety every time I left the water running while I was brushing my teeth.

The talent drain

In Spring  2024 the “intermediate-school” head resigned, as did the 40+ year veteran science teacher we had been looking forward to our daughter having, the beloved tech teacher who had built a her own proprietary “learn to type” software, plus half the lower‑school faculty. Our oldest was going to be entering fourth grade; her incoming roster read like a rebuilding year for a professional sports team. It was possible we could get her into a middle school that would feed into a top tier high school, but those did not start until 5th grade. Our best option looked like “suck it up and accept whatever we had for at least a year”.

One option was to do something radical. We considered taking a GAP year and traveling the world with an organization called “Boundless” but decided the timing wasn’t right. Earlier in the year we had started exploring moving to the charter city of Prospera. There is a Montessori school there that seemed like it might be alright. And we could surround the kids with an interesting group of people (and live on the beach!). But by the spring we had ruled it out. There did not seem to be many families as part of the community and we were not comfortable with the risk profile based on what was happening with the conflict between Honduras and their charter cities.

Then I stumbled across Alpha: Two‑hour mornings, life‑skills afternoons, claims of 2x learning. Marketing copy is cheap; still, the promise was different enough to warrant due diligence. The initial plan was to fly some of the kids to Austin for an Alpha summer camp for a week in June – just to try it out. But once we started exploring more my wife asked me: “Could we actually move to Austin and try it for a year? Based on what is happening at the kids' school, this might be the year to try it.”

So over eight weeks we flew to Austin five times – conversations with admissions and school heads, real estate searches, kids doing shadow‑days. Every parent we spoke to was very impressed with the school. Their kids really were advancing at 2x+ speed – and no one believed it was just a “selection effect”. And every guide I spoke to was extremely impressive themselves. They reminded me of the staff you run into when visiting Disney World. They all seemed “full faced” and fully-engaged. When I asked the head of admissions how they found such good staff he told me their compensation was fully transparent. “Associate Guides” were paid $60,000/year (vs the $40,000 average for Austin teachers), “Full Guides” made $100,000 and the five “Head Guides” in the school each made $150,000. They were able to both poach the best teachers from other schools, but also bring exceptional people into teaching that would not have considered it otherwise. It also let them have very high expectations for teachers once they were hired.

We pulled the trigger in July.

New house. Admissions letter signed. Moving truck (plus car-mover) scheduled for October.

Worst case, it would be a one‑year sabbatical from stagnation.

The hypothesis I carried south

Elite private school attendance buys you smaller classes, brighter kids, and fancier field trips – not academic acceleration. If Alpha was real, we’d see that differential, measurable impact by Christmas – that was when we would need to decide if we would cut bait and re-apply to schools back home (and sign the kids up for more IQ-tests. The school would not accept old ones). That prior—show me velocity, not polish—is the lens through which the rest of this review should be read.

Part Two: A History of Alpha

Note: This is my best attempt at piecing together the history of the school based on conversations with co‑founder MacKenzie Price, high school head Chris Locke, Alpha staff, and Alpha parents; All dates are estimates and I am SURE I have gotten some details wrong. I will come back after the fact in the comments and make corrections as I hear from the people involved with corrections.

2013 – 2017 | Garage‑School to “Alpha”

MacKenzie Price, then a mortgage broker in Austin, wasn’t impressed by the city’s gifted programs. She invited a small number of neighbourhood kids (including her two) into a makeshift microschool that ran two intense, teacher‑led academic “sprints” each morning, then “life‑skills” projects after lunch. Joe Liemandt — Founder of Trinity Technology,  ESW Capital billionaire and family friend (MacKenzie’s husband worked for him) — kept his own children in conventional private school until he saw the qualitative improvement in the life skills of MacKenzie’s kids. He decided he wanted his kids to join MacKenzie’s but he wanted to take the project to the next level. Sometime around 2014-2017 he joined MacKenzie as a co-founder and started writing checks. Alpha recruited more students and guides and the operation jumped from location-to-location looking for a larger permanent home.

2017 – 2020 | K-8 Expansion and 2-hour focus

Alpha grew to roughly 90 students from K‑8 and stabilized. Morning “core blocks” were still teacher‑driven (20‑minute bursts, 5‑minute breaks, rinse, repeat), but focused on students engaged in exercises with rapid feedback (not lectures). Afternoon workshops covered “life skills” like how to give and receive feedback or public speaking. I have not seen academic data from this time period, but when I spoke to Chris Locke, head of Alpha’s high school (which launched around 2020), he told me the kids coming into his 9th grade program were “fine,” academically – it was their life skills, confidence, and ability to engage with adults and their peers were exceptional. At this stage no AI, no dashboard, no 2x learning, no portal — just better ratios and focused pacing and the result was well balanced kids who were enjoying their education experience (even if they were unexceptional academically).

2020 – 2022 | Platform Era Begins

Somewhere along the way Liemandt hired a small engineering team to stitch together edtech learning tools. Many schools use tools like iXL, Beast Academy and Amira. Those tools fit in well with the 2-hour structured approach Alpha was using. The “platform” Liemandt’s team built was meant as a tool to free up guide time so that students could be more self-directed. The dev team stitched together the preferred off‑the‑shelf apps behind a single login, and built out tracking and dashboards so guides (and students) could easily see how they were progressing. This also gave the curriculum team (there was a curriculum team now) data to understand where students were spending their time, what tools were working, and which weren’t as effective.

The Alpha Portal was born.

Not only did it increase efficiency, it provided data to iterate with.

Chris Locke saw the curve change incrementally: each new cohort of ninth‑graders under the new tech-enabled learning platform came in a little stronger academically. The “life skills” were now being matched by the “academic skills”.

2022 | Expansion and Iteration

By having access to Alpha kids post-graduation in the high school, Locke could send feedback back to the elementary school.The kids coming out of the new program were now killing it academically on Math, Language, and Science, but they were still weak on things like History and Geography. He fed that type of information back to the curriculum designers, who iterated and improved the program. Soon, in addition to the core platform that directed students to third-party tools, the tech team was building proprietary “Alpha” tools themselves. The flagship of the in-house tools was “AlphaReads”. AlphaReads requires students to read progressively more complicated passages, followed by answering reading comprehension questions. In addition to helping the kids improve reading skills, Alpha uses it to push types of content. Instead of classes in history, geography, economics and political science, some of the reading passages will cover that material (in addition to learning how to read and understand Shakespeare and Proust).

The success of the 2-hour learning platform was giving the Alpha founders confidence. Liemandt in particular wanted to see if the program had legs beyond the elite group of students being educated in Austin. Alpha’s first external test in August 2022 in Brownsville, TX – a small community on the Mexico border with less than half the per capita income of Austin. SpaceX had recently launched Starbase in Brownsville in 2014 and the employees there were not happy with the existing school options. Someone at SpaceX approached Alpha and asked if they could launch a new campus for their employees. It is unclear if any money changed hands, but when Alpha launched their Brownsville campus (available to SpaceX employees and any other locals who are interested) tuition was only $10,000 (vs $40,000 at the main Austin campus); incoming students trailed national academic standards by over a year. But after nine months on the Alpha program the first cohort of students had caught up and surpassed the national average, and they kept accelerating, achieving an average learning velocity of ~2× the national average (see section four for what that means). Brownsville was Alpha’s attempt to show that their model wasn’t just rich‑kid selection effects.

Spring 2024 | Field Pilots & Ukraine Trip

Alpha tuition is high for the Austin area ($40,000 vs average private school ~$10,000-$15,000), but unlike most private schools tuition is all-inclusive. There are no extra fees for computers or field trips. There are no silent auctions or appeals for donations. This “no extra fees” allows the school to do some pretty ridiculous things.

In the first half of 2024 Alpha sent a group of students to Poland to help launch a 2-hour learning pilot among Ukrainian refugees. Students did not pay to go on the trip. But students also did not have a “right” to go on the trip. They had to earn it. In addition to being on top of academic and non-academic expectations, students who wanted to participate had to learn basic Ukrainian so they could interact with the students in Poland they were meant to be helping. By not linking the opportunity to payment, the school could instead link it to behavior and achievement.

This year a group of kids who learned to sail during the school year are going on a sailing trip through the Caribbean – for no additional fees to the parents.

I also heard that around this time Alpha began testing the 2-hour learning platform at a facility for juvenile delinquents in Florida. I heard that from one individual who was not directly involved and I have not found any written documentation on it, so unclear if it worked, it was a one off, or if it even happened. But it fits into the pattern of Alpha at this stage: “We know this program works for a specific type of kid. Let’s find out how broadly it is applicable. Can it work for everyone? Is it the solution for learning and education for the world?”

Fall 2024 | “Pick‑Your‑Afternoon” Specialist Schools

MacKenzie told me that there was consensus among the current parents of Alpha that the 2-hour learning program was exceptional and was making a huge difference with their kids. Their kids were all learning at breathtaking speed in a very condensed period of time. But there was NOT consensus about what the kids should be doing in the other 22-hours of the day. Some parents wanted to utilize the platform’s capabilities to go even faster. Some wanted their kids to just chill out and enjoy the rest of their day – let kids be kids. Others wanted their kids to use the freed up time to do sports, or study music.

It was clear to her that “learn more faster in a short period of time” was a universal desire. But beyond that it was unclear what the “right” solution for the rest of her program was. You can make the morning ultra-personalized, but if the goal of the afternoon is socialization that you are missing in the morning, you need to have some sort of alignment on how to spend that afternoon.

That challenge led to Alpha’s 2024 expansion into specialty schools.

Three micro‑campuses opened August 2024:


	
GT School (Georgetown, TX) — Alpha’s “Gifted and Talented” School. Higher admissions bar; higher academic expectations; Afternoon programming focused on excelling in “academic competitions” like chess, go, debate, public speaking, robotics, programming and Quiz Bowl.



	
Lake Travis Sports Academy — Alpha’s “Sports school”. Kids who get through their academics in the morning spend the afternoon on sport skills, strength & conditioning, tactics, strategy, and sports psychology.



	
NextGen Academy (Austin) —Perhaps the most radical experiment. Afternoons are spent training in competitive esports & game design.





Each new campus launched with <10 students, two or more local guides, and the same two‑hour core.

Simultaneously Alpha opened a Miami elementary campus, promoted the idea that cities could launch “micro schools” if they had enough local demand (unless you count Miami, none actually launched) and piloted a beta-test of a Home‑School version of the platform. Early homeschool data showed that kids were using it for ~2 hours/day as planned, but only seeing a 1x learning growth — still a fine result for only doing 2-hours of academics per day, but a long way from what Alpha was delivering on their own campuses, so the program has stayed in beta.

Jan 2025 | Charter & Licence Play

Alpha now had a parent company, “2-hour Learning”, which sat above all of the schools, the home school product, and the platform itself (that they now offer to license out to third parties). The parent company filed under “Unbound Academy” to launch charter schools in Arizona and Pennsylvania. The Pennsylvania school was rejected, but the Arizona school will launch in fall 2025. There are more applications pending in at least Utah, Arkansa, North Carolina, South Carolina (and likely more).

While the PR spin around these schools is “AI-driven, no teachers” in practice they use 20:1 teacher guide:student ratios (vs the 5:1 ratio at the Alpha private schools)

Generally states subsidize charter schools in the neighborhood of $10,000 per student – which is a lot lower than what Alpha charges. They should be able to make those economics work by using fewer, less expensive teachers, not having an expensive campus (or no campus at all for the online schools), skimming on the extras (no trips to Poland), avoiding teaching the youngest kids (Arizona is 4th-8th grade), and being willing to accept smaller or even negligible margin on their learning platform.

The goal of these schools does not seem to be making money or profit – at least not right away. The goal seems to be rapidly expanding the program to have more influence, and to see if they can make it work with “non-selected kids at a low price point”.

Fall 2025 and Beyond | The Future

The Alpha website claims the following locations are launching in Fall 2025:


	
Houston, TX



	
Fort Worth, TX



	
Santa Barbara, CA



	
Phoenix, AR



	
Orlando, FL



	
Tampa, FL



	
Palm Beach, FL



	
New York City, NY





I also know that there is a physical location selected for Fort Lauderdale. While it is possible they launch eight (or nine) new campuses in the fall (they did pull off four last year), I expect that is more about “putting it out there” and then launching the campuses that get enough commitment. It is hard to launch a new school. Parents are risk averse, and many who are willing to take risks may not do it if they don’t think the school is even likely to happen. Better to say you are going to launch in Fort Worth, and then see what demand looks like. You can pull the trigger or pull the shoot depending on which markets are getting natural traction.

In the Fall of 2024 in addition to the four campuses they did launch, they said they were going to go live with a campus in Denver, ten micro schools and the (non-beta) home school program – none of which happened. My guess is that four of the eight schools they announced will have guides working and kids attending in September 2025.

Now: What do these schools actually do? What does a day at Alpha really look like? How are they getting the 2x+ results they are claiming?

Part Three: How Alpha Works (Part 1)

Like most schools, Alpha is a bundle of products. In Alpha’s case I would break them out as:


	
The 2-hour learning platform and tools



	
The afternoon program (workshops and check chart)



	
The incentive system



	
The school itself (guides, building, day care)





Almost all the discourse about Alpha is about the 2-hour learning program, and that is what I want to dive into most in this section, but I will also touch on the afternoon program (which I think is important). The incentive system – a very important, undiscussed part of the secret sauce – will get its own section in Part Four.

The Two-Hour Platform

Every Alpha “flavor” – the core school, the home school, the Gifted School, the sports school – uses the same 2-hour learning platform.

We drop our kids off around 8:30am. After a morning kick-off (some sort of group activity) they put on (optional) headphones, find a place to work (the school is a bit like a start-up office), and log in to their personal 2-hour learning platform. The platform informs each student what their specific required lessons are for the day (usually between 8-12 lessons). Those “required” lessons are called “minimums” and the kids talk about it that way:


	
“Did you hit your minimums?”



	
“I missed my minimums by one lesson today but it wasn’t my fault”



	
“We got to skip our minimums today to do MAP testing”



	
“Guess what dad! I did my minimums plus two today!” (i.e., two additional lessons beyond her “minimums”)





While hitting the “minimums” are required, the students can choose the order they work through those requirements. Depending on the kid subjects covered in the platform could include:


	
Math (learning new math; mostly on iXL)



	
“Fast Math” (doing simple math they already know how to do faster and more accurately; mostly on “Rocket Math” or “FastMath Pro”)



	
Language (Spelling and grammar; mostly on iXL)



	
Foreign Language (mostly on duolingo)



	
Science (mostly on iXL)



	
Social Studies (mostly on iXL)



	
Reading (Older kids are on “Alpha Reads”; younger kids use Amira and Lalio)



	
Writing (Mostly on AlphaWrite)





If a student gets all their lessons done in the allotted time they can choose which subjects to work ahead on – they can try and balance subjects, work on the ones they are struggling on the most, or just push ahead in the ones they are already excelling in (They do get coaching on this from guides on a regular basis, but the kids make their own choices).

A typical lesson involves watching a curated YouTube video followed by specifically selected problem sets within the third party tools. After every question the student is given feedback – either “Great Job!” (with the option to click and learn more) or “Incorrect” followed by explanations on why the question was wrong and a mini-remedial lesson to fill in the knowledge gap.

If a pattern of stumbles appears the system will automatically task the student to book a “coaching call” with a remote teacher (most of these teachers seem to be based in Brazil). Kids can also choose to self-book calls with the “coaches” at any time (my daughter told me today that she was having trouble with a math problem set and she booked a coaching call. I asked her how long it took between when she booked it and when she had the call and she said it depends on how busy the coaches are. Today she booked it at 11:10 and had the call at 11:15, but she said once it took her two days to get the meeting. I asked her how often she has a call and she said less than once a day, but more than once a week). The kids also automatically do a coaching call before they can schedule a “mastery test” which covers all the grade level material in a subject (like a final exam).

At the end of the day the students get a report on their achievements that day, as well as overall feedback (this is potentially where the “AI” comes in. The computers track both clicks and eye tracking. It can tell both what the student clicked, but also if they were paying attention or distracted, or how much effort they put into reading the feedback when they got questions wrong).

All of this is shared with the parents on our own dashboard. Here is what that dashboard looks like for a couple of recent classes for one of my kids:

[image: ]

In this example, on this particular day, my daughter spent 13-minutes on Language Arts during her 2-hour learning time. She got 100% of the problems correct (when you scroll over the blue circle it reads 16/16) and completed “one mastery” (meaning she got credit for the lesson because she got more than 80% correct on the mastery test). She also spent 19-minutes on Math (not during the standard 2-hour learning block, hence “non-2h session”), getting 60% of the questions correct (6/10), so she did not earn a math “mastery” that day. For both subjects there is a “Coaching button” (not every subject on every day has coaching).

Here is what the Language Arts feedback looks like (where she killed it that day):
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Clicking on the example “here” hyperlinks takes you to a live stream of the moment the system believes backs up the feedback it provided. You can see her face on video and watch what she is doing on the screen.

Here is the feedback for math that day (that did not go as well):

[image: ]

The constructive feedback to save eye strain:


	
Not spending enough time on the subject



	
Ignoring explanations after mistakes



	
Rushing questions





No wonder she only got 60% correct.

When they actually listen, the immediate impact is powerful. Normally in school you do your work, submit it, have it graded, and get it back some time in the future – if you are lucky after you finish a full problem set, if unlucky a week or two later. With Alpha 100% of the time you get feedback immediately after you answer each question. If you are wrong you both get to find out right away and find out what you did wrong so you won’t repeat the mistake on the next question.

In addition to the daily report, parents also have access to a weekly summary and an overall progress report. The latter is the most interesting. It tells you how many lessons your kid has completed at each grade level difficulty, how many more lessons they need to master to move on to the next grade, and how long that is likely to take at the rate they are progressing. Here is my 2nd grader’s recent report:
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She has “mastered” 81/113 lessons for 3rd grade language, 141/157 3rd grade math, and 62/80 3rd grade science. If she stays on track doing 25-minutes in each subject per day for five days per week, she will complete 3rd grade in Language in three weeks, math in one week and science in four weeks. And if she decides to push harder and do an additional 35 minutes in a subject every day she will be finished 3rd grade within the week.

When a student finishes all the lessons they need for a grade level subject they take a grade-level mastery test that covers all the material they were supposed to learn. If they get a high enough score on that test they move on to the next grade level (all of the questions they missed will still come back for later review though so they don’t move on with gaps). If they do not pass that test then they keep working on more lessons on the grade they are currently on with a focus on closing the gaps they need to pass next time.

During these morning sessions every 20-30 minutes the kids get what is called a “Q-break” where they leave their computers for 5-10 minutes and go run around outside. The culture is one of “focus hard for short bursts, then relax, then go back and focus again”

Most schools are set up in traditional ways, and then adjust the best they can within that structure to serve the needs of their unique students the best they can. What is impressive about the Alpha program is that is seems to be built from the ground-up around three of the most powerful learning principles:


	
1:1 learning: It’s not really 1:1, but in practice every kids is working on stuff at the edge of their ability, rather than the median of a group



	
Spaced Repetition: The system brings back topics on a regular basis “just before” the student forgets, so it is more likely to encode in long term memory



	
Mastery: In most education settings school students learn some percentage of the material and then move on. This can work for a while, but eventually students who missed something will struggle because they don’t have the tools to learn the next thing on the ladder. This is particularly noticeable in mathematics, but it can be a problem anywhere. With “mastery learning” the kids are not allowed to move on without mastering the subject. If there is something they miss, the system will bring it back again and again until they have mastered it. Liemandt in particular thinks this is a very big deal, and believes it is a significant driver of Alpha’s success (and the reason many kids are failing in traditional schools)





The morning “2-hour learning” session wraps up around noon. For those tracking at home that is “drop off at 830am, finish 2-hour learning 3.5 hours later”. They really are spending roughly 2 hours learning, it just takes half the day to get that 2-hours of focus in.

Then the afternoon begins.

Alpha Afternoons

Afternoons are where the Alpha family of schools diverge. The Sports Academy is doing very different things in the afternoon than the GT school. But all the schools use a similar structure of breaking the afternoon into two types of work:


	
Workshops



	
Check Chart Time





Workshops were the “life skills” program at the original Alpha School. Some of the workshops at the core school have included:


	
Thanksgiving Dinner: The Kinders and 1st graders learned to make a dinner for their parents



	
Time Traveler Tea: The K-1’s learned about customs at different countries in different time periods and then had to pass a test where they had to “infiltrate” that culture without making any mistakes



	
Ice Skating: The kids all went ice skating. The idea was to teach resilience since none of the kids in Texas knew how to skate



	
Airbnb: Maybe the most impressive one. The 5th graders learned about the economics of property management - from property sourcing, mortgages, interior design, taxes, marketing, photo shoots, etc. And then they actually bought and managed a small property as a class (yes, the 5th grade class manages an actual property with a P&L)





Those are a select list of the coolest ones (in my opinion). Some friends who go to the main campus complained to us that the workshops in general are “not academic enough”. They say most are either “sports” (they mentioned sailing, golf, and running), or “entrepreneurship”. When they pushed the administration on potentially doing more academic-minded workshops (writing, history seminars, economics, psychology, chemistry) they were told, “you sound like GT parents. Have you considered that school?”

Our kids go to the GT School – the gifted and talented version of Alpha. All of our kids’ workshops are built around “competitive academics”. So far this year their workshops have included:

Younger Kids (K-2nd grade):


	
“Teamwork” (made competitive by having the kids compete in adult escape rooms)



	
Go (the game)



	
Competitive Debate



	
Piano (they all learned a level-one conservatory piece. I was impressed!)



	
Chemistry (The stuff I learned in 10th grade high school combined with using lego-type materials to actually build each element)



	
“Rock Band” (they are each learning an instrument. They are also using AI tools to write their own songs)



	
Magnets (building tracks and racing electric cars)





Older Kids (3rd-8th grade):


	
Chess



	
Competitive Speech



	
Competitive Debate



	
Competitive Robotics



	
Programming (not competitive so far, but potentially building that way)



	
Quiz Bowl





All of the GT Workshops are focused on a measurable, legible output. They don’t learn “public speaking”, they learn how to craft and deliver a speech and then submit the performance to the Moth to be judged by external parties. The school’s “100% Money Back guarantee” is that every student who attends will be in the top 1% academically and win at least one national academic competition (for kids who start in kindergarten they guarantee 1350+ SAT and 5s on APs by 8th grade). This past year four kids placed in the top-8 in a global debate with more than 1000 entries, and two kids are competing at national championships in chess and an academic bee respectively, but not national champions yet.

The second part of the afternoon is roughly 45-minutes per day to work on individual “Check Charts”. Check Charts are an assigned series of tasks each student needs to complete before they can move to the next “level”. Levels are mostly broken into two-year cohorts of kids. Roughly:


	
Learning Lab = Kindergarten and 1st grade



	
Linc = 2nd grade



	
L1 = 3/4th grade



	
L2 = 5/6th grade



	
L3 = 7/8th grade





Kids advance academically at their own speed and could, in theory, finish all of elementary school content long before they get to 8th grade (more on that in section four), but they don’t advance from level-to-level based on academics (or at least not academics alone). Instead the kids are required to “complete their check chart”. When they do, they move up, and that can happen at five different points in the year (they don’t need to wait until the fall).

The check chart provides two benefits:


	
It gives the kids autonomy. Every week they have time where they can choose what to do with it. They decide which check items they want to work on next



	
It gives the kids goals beyond the academic platform, and shows that they don’t advance “automatically” based on just “aging up”. If their friend moves up before they do, they need to double down so they can catch up.





Check Chart items vary considerably. Some items on my kids’ charts this year:


	
Give a tour of the school to visiting parents



	
Build a paper airplane that flies more than 30 feet



	
Complete a 1000-piece puzzle



	
Assemble a piece of IKEA furniture on your own (with a time limit)



	
Give a TED-type talk to 300+ people



	
Identify all 50 states on a map without any errors



	
Come top-10% in a local chess tournament



	
Write a letter in cursive at least 20 sentences long



	
Type 30-words per minute with 95% accuracy



	
Compete in a local Quizbowl tournament and qualify for nationals



	
Take 10% off your time to run a mile





Workshops in the afternoons are the “fun” part of school. They are the equivalent of the music, theater and art classes that fill in a traditional school schedule (just more focused, measurable and creative). The check charts both exist to fill in the gaps on important things that are missing from the academic program (like public speaking and typing) and to teach the students the importance of agency – there is no one standing over them with deadlines on the check chart. They just won’t move on to the next level with their friends if they don’t get everything on the list done.

All of these elements are held together by the thing that the PR program does not mention – the thing that, when most parents hear about it, they recoil in horror: Incentives (aka, bribes)

Part Four: How Alpha Works (Part 2): Incentives

People REALLY don’t like the idea of incentivizing kids to learn.

Roland Fryer, who has done extensive work on what works in incentivizing students, quotes a 2010 Gallup poll that found that only 23% of American parents support the “idea of school districts paying small amount of money to students to, for example, read books, attend school or to get good grades” (76% opposed the idea with only 1% undecided).

There are not many things that 76% of Americans agree on. Only 69% of Americans believe another Civil War would be a bad thing. Only 78% agree that American independence from Britain was the right choice. People REALLY don’t like paying kids to read books.

So what do these parents think we should do instead? Mostly they believe that kids should just be “intrinsically motivated” and school should be about inspiring that internal motivation. Their concern is that if we provide external motivation for learning it will crowd out internal motivation. They worry that when the external motivation goes away (no one is going to pay a 30-year-old to read books), there is no internal motivation to keep learning happening. In this model “education” is not about educating per se, or even about teaching habits, it is about inspiring character.

The other option is that rather than use the carrot, you could use the stick. Fryer shares another poll from 2008 where 26% of parents think grade-school teachers should be allowed to spank kids (35% in the Southern US states!). As Fryer summarizes: “The concept of paying students in school is less palatable than the concept of spanking students in school”.

I am less interested in the philosophy of “what is right” and more interested in “what works”. If bribing kids gets them to learn more while they are kids that seems good. If it causes them long term motivation issues, that seems bad. My instinct is to try and quantify both effects and then understand what the trade-off is to make a decision on what we should do (and my ingoing hypothesis is that it likely depends on the kid, so you need a big enough “n” to distinguish different types of kids).

Fryer is the leading researcher in this field, at least in the short term impact of these programs. This paper has a nice summary of his studies where he finds that providing direct monetary incentives to kids works to drive behavior if that behavior is easy for the kid to understand and execute on. When he paid kids $2 for each book they read, they read a lot more books (+40%). When he paid kids to show up to class and not be late, tardiness dropped 22% versus the control group. But when he tried targeting the end goal and paying students more for higher test scores he saw no effect. Tell a kid to read a book or show up on time and they know what they need to do to get the money. Tell them to get higher scores on tests and, while they have a rough idea how to do that (pay more attention in class, study longer and more efficiently), the actual things they need to do are not entirely clear and the inputs they put in (studying) are not directly tied to the outputs (test scores) – and the incentives have no impact.

As far as I know Fryer has not done any super-long-term studies of the impact of his experiments, but he did look at the mid-term effects. After the “read books for $$s” study ended he followed the test and control group for what happened to their reading habits when they were not getting paid. He found, in contradiction to concerns about loss of internal motivation, that the test group continued to read more than the control group.

When we pay kids to take on new habits, the habits tend to stick after the incentives go away.

Is this that different from incentivizing your kids to eat their vegetables and then rewarding them with dessert? The hope is that they will build the habit of eating vegetables and will eat them without external rewards when they are older and understand the value of the habit you have built for them as children.

None of this should not be too surprising for people who have read Anders Ericsson’s work on building expertise.

Ericsson is most famous for being the source of Malcolm Gladwell’s “10,000 hours of practice to become an expert” meme. Ericsson was not impressed by Gladwell’s simplification of his findings and he wrote an excellent book detailing what his findings really meant. That book describes the study Gladwell used to get to 10,000 hours.

At the elite music school in Berlin, the Hochschule für Musik, Ericsson sorted students into three groups by ability: future soloists, future orchestra professionals, and future teachers. He found that the three groups did not differ systematically in most characteristics. As groups they had the same IQs, the same age of starting music, and the same quality and quantity of instruction. The only measurable difference he found between the groups was the number of lifetime hours they had committed to “deliberate practice”. From age eight onward the future soloists logged almost three times more practice hours per week than the future teachers. On average the soloists had clocked in 10,000 hours of practice by the time they started at their elite music college.

That was where Gladwell got his 10,000 hour rule.

(One of Ericsson’s problems with Gladwell’s simplification is that he saw nothing special about 10,000 hours. There was a significant range among the elite students – 10,000 was just the average; Also the elite students were still just ‘students’ and while they were on track to become world class, none of them were world class yet. Ericsson estimates that would take another ten years of practice putting most of their total practice time to achieve world class performance well over 20,000 hours)

Ericsson’s next question was WHY did some students practice more than others? All of these kids wanted to be great musicians and have careers as musicians and all had dedicated large parts of their life to the craft, so why did some choose to practice more than others? His initial hypothesis is that some people just enjoyed practicing more than others. He dismissed the idea that some kids were just more talented than others, and replaced it with some kids, whether for genetic or environmental reasons, were just more “into practice” than others. But when he questioned the students he found that was not true at all.

The future elite soloists of the music world all hated practicing.

And so did everyone else.

All of the musicians at the school did not like the process of practicing. They enjoyed playing. They enjoyed being good musicians. They just hated the process of practicing to get good.

So why did they do it?

Because they wanted to be great musicians and they knew that they needed to practice to become great musicians.

According to Ericsson, the key to being great is deliberate practice. The key to deliberate practice is motivation.

Ericsson dug further to figure out where the motivation came from and he found it grew over three stages:


	
Parental and authority approval: Initially kids practice because they are given praise and attention from their parents when they do so, and are reprimanded when they don’t. He gives examples of mom saying “if you don’t practice an hour per day on piano I am going to stop paying for your music instructor”.



	
Peer approval: At some point the young musicians begin to care less about what their parents think, and more about their relative status among their peers. Part of this is that they can perform music for their classmates, which is very impressive, but a bigger motivation is that their skills are recognized by other young musicians – their true peers.



	
Self Actualization: Eventually the best musicians stop caring about their peers and start internalizing the desire to be great. They see themselves as musicians, and they do the hard, uncomfortable work of practicing because “that is what a great musician does”.





Ericsson found every musician followed the same path (and he repeated it with other adult experts and came to the same conclusion).

When we look at adult “experts” or even adults who are still learning by reading books, we see people who have internal motivation and self actualization. Why do you read books as an adult? I expect most people who read books do it because they like reading books – and the reason they enjoy reading books is that they have read enough books in their lifetime that they are pretty good at reading books. For most people who read books, reading books is not “difficult” (if it is I expect most people put down that book and choose a less challenging one). And yes, many people read books to “learn things,” but almost everyone combines “learning things” with enjoyment. They enjoy the feeling of learning and they often retain parts of what they read, but it is a rare reader who takes notes while they are reading to review afterwards, or picks up a textbook after they have graduated from school. Many people want to learn, as long as the learning is enjoyable and not too much work. If retaining more of the learning takes extra effort, most people, most of the time, will not put in that effort.

If you are the type of person who reads challenging books at the edge of your ability and takes detailed notes to review afterwards in a space repetition tool, I expect you do it because you feel you are “the type of person who reads challenging books” – you have achieved self-actualization in book reading and learning. You are not the majority. You aren’t even the majority of the minority of people who read a lot of books.

Self actualization is where we want all our kids to reach (or at least “become a strong enough reader that they enjoy reading books and will do it for pleasure”). The question is how to get there. Ericsson has mapped out that path:


	
Start with adult-generated incentives



	
Surround the children with peers who will raise their status for being “learners”



	
Hope at some point they self-actualize





Clearly not every kid will get to stage three (and no one will get to stage three in every endeavor), but Ericsson’s point is that EVERYONE who gets to stage three starts at stage one. And we know how to motivate kids in stage one – or at least Roland Fryer does.

Combining Ericsson and Fryer we get the success equation:

Incentives → Motivation

Motivation → Time spent on deliberate practice

Time spent on deliberate practice → Mastery

Unfortunately we have an education system that doesn’t “follow the data” on how to best educate, and the general population hates the idea of incentives, so no one is pushing the education system to change in that dimension.

Alpha HAS followed the data. They have built deliberate and extensive incentive systems. But Alpha also knows what the general population thinks of incentives, so they don’t talk about it. There are lots of parents that are against throwing kids learning in front of screens and lots of educators against “too rapidly accelerating learning”, but there are even more parents and educators against bribing kids. When you see the complaints about Alpha on Reddit they criticize the AI and the screen time and the lack of teachers and the tuition and the “funded by billionaires” but no one complains about the incentive/bribery system. Because unless you go to Alpha you don’t even know about the incentive system.

Alpha believes in the incentive system, and it is a very important part of their program, but they don’t brag about it.

Alpha’s Incentive Programs

Alpha schools have their own in-house currency. Alpha has “Alpha bucks”; GT School has “GT bucks”. My understanding is that they work a little differently on each campus, but the overall philosophy is the same. This review will focus on the details of the GT system since it is what I know best.

If the students complete their 2-hour learning “minimums” each day they earn about 10 GT Bucks. They get additional bonuses for every lesson they complete beyond their minimums. They also get a bonus if they finish their minimums within the scheduled time (vs going home and doing them later), additional bonuses if the entire class completes their minimums during the allotted time, and weekly bonuses for hitting longer term targets.

They only get credit if they both complete their lessons AND get 80% or higher on the problem sets within the lesson. If they get 79% they still move on (with the questions they missed coming back later for review), but they don’t get the GT bucks associated with the lesson (this stops gaming where the kids rush through the lessons just to get “bucks”)

A GT buck is worth 10-cents. So if they are really pushing a kid could be earning roughly $2 per day.

Fryer paid kids to read books, GT pays kids to do lessons.

Once a kid has earned a collection of GT bucks they can spend those bucks at the GT-store. The Alpha store has a wide selection of offerings. The GT store, because it is a much smaller school, is more like a catalog. The kids can select what they want and the school will order it so it is ready when they earn enough “bucks”. Every kid has their own personalized incentive – do the school work and they will get their personalized prize.

Different kids respond to this differently.

My youngest spends his GT-bucks as he earns them – coming home most weeks with a bouncy ball or a protein bar.

My middle daughter has ambitions to save for things (she really wants a lego chess set), but often gives in and buys something before she saves enough (she has built an impressive collection of stuffies).

My older daughter likes to save. She really wanted a Taylor Swift sweater and saved her points for months to buy it, but then, when she had enough bucks, she decided she didn’t want to spend them – so no sweater but a record number of points in her balance statement (then my middle daughter used her points to buy the sweater… You can imagine how that went…).

My kids are gifted. They love learning. They compete in academic bees and chess tournaments and musical productions for fun. But the GT incentive system has turbo-charged their academic learning well beyond that inborn desire to learn.

We decided to join the GT school in July, but, for logistical reasons, we could not start until October. For the 3.5 months I signed the kids up to iXL – the tool that Alpha students use for 80% of their academic work – including almost all of their Language, Math and Science lessons. I wanted to get the kids used to using it over the summer before they started school.

It did not go well.

We tried getting the kids to work on it for about an hour per day, but it was a fight every time. It was the same content they would be doing at GT, but without the GT structure, and it did not work.

But once the kids started at GT, those same iXL lessons became a game for them. I remember taking the kids to the park one day after school. They asked me, “Instead of playing can you set up a hotspot so we can do a few more lessons? I want to earn more GT-Bucks!”.

Was it bad that they were being bribed to do lessons? 76% of Americans would think so. But it definitely worked.

My middle daughter – who is the most driven by money – has completed more than two full grades of school in ~20-weeks (60% of the school year), and shows no signs of slowing down.

I have not noticed any reduced interest in learning outside of school. My oldest daughter does not like the idea of incentives at all. She doesn’t need the incentives and she thinks other kids shouldn’t need to be incentivized either. But the incentives are helping with her younger siblings, and, even if they aren’t pushing her to go harder, they definitely don’t seem to be hurting her internal drive.

Incentives, Incentives Everywhere

In addition to the core incentive system, the schools have been testing two new ones.

Part way through the school year at the GT school they created an incentive system to drive non-academic behavior.

In this system, called “Dojo Points”, kids earn Dojo Points by being pleasant, respectful team-players. The guides give out the points in qualitative ways when the kids demonstrate perseverance, teamwork, respect, autonomy, and when they give and receive feedback to each other. More so than the GT bucks, my kids will come home and tell me how many Dojo Points they earned that day. A high day is somewhere around six points.

The kid in each “section” (split between the older and the younger kids) who earns the most Dojo Points in a day becomes the daily “Dojo Master” and gets a “key”. At the end of the week, assuming no ties, there are five keys divided among the kids in each group. On Friday the kids are presented with a bunch of locked boxes. One of the boxes has a prize in it. The kids with keys check the boxes to see if their key opens the box with a prize.

The system seems to work.

My 6-year old can often be disruptive in many settings, including at school, but lately he has turned a corner at school and has been winning the daily Dojo Master (this week he has won four of the five days so far, and almost has a lock on the Friday prize).

Will he start mis-behaving more as soon as he loses access to the incentive? Maybe. He definitely misbehaves at home from time-to-time and has trouble regulating when things don’t go his way. Is his regulation now better than it was before he was put on the incentive program at school? I think so? But maybe that is just a function of him getting older and he would have been getting better anyway? Another example where it would have been nice to have a twin brother we could have experimented on I guess.

While GT was focused on non-academic behavior Alpha set their sites on another problem that schools face: Summer regression.

Educators have long known about the summer regression problem – kids tend to atrophy or regress over the summer break (this is worse for less privileged children, but true for all kids). We have not had our summer with GT yet, but last summer the Alpha school ran an experiment where kids who completed lessons in the summer were paid real money (US dollars – not “Alpha bucks”). They were given $1 per lesson completed over the summer (effectively 10x what they make during the school year). Recall that generally during the school day kids who “hit their minimums” complete about 10 lessons per day over 2-hours. So any kid who kept that up on their own over the summer could earn $10/day for 2-hours of work ($5/hour). Not bad for a 6-year old.

The Public Relations challenge

As Alpha is expanding its program beyond its own school it has, understandably, focused on the “AI-powered 2-hour learning” product. It is that tool that seems to be what differentiates Alpha from all the other schools in America. The tool lets kids learn 2.6x faster. But from my experience the tool is necessary but not sufficient. The tool provides the means for kids to advance and learn quickly, but it does not provide the motivation. The rest of the school has been built around providing the gaps that the tool misses – both the need to increase student motivation, but also any other gaps that come up. If the 2-hour learning tool is the self-driving car, the incentives are the fuel, and the rest of the school is the human behind the wheel who makes sure the self-driving car isn’t caught in a loop.

So what happens when Alpha takes their core product and pushes it somewhere without the infrastructure that goes around it? It still works, but just not as well.

In the way that Alpha measures effectiveness (see next section) students in the Alpha school advance 2.6x faster. Kids at the GT-school advance ~5x faster (mostly due to the selection effect of the kids they bring into that program). In the homeschool program the school is piloting with the exact same software (but without the supporting infrastructure, guides and incentives) the students are advancing at ~1x speed. That doesn’t seem awesome, but remember that is with just 2-hours of academics per day, not a full day of classes. Good but not great.

The Alpha team is trying to figure out how to improve the performance of the kids in the home school pilot before they expand it beyond the beta testers. I expect the answer will be related to the incentives.

Part Five: Does it work?

Alpha claims 2.6x average learning speed versus traditional schools, but what does “learning speed” mean?

Even the Alpha guides get confused sometimes. There are two learning concepts that get entangled:


	
How fast students are learning and mastering the content – “Lesson Clock Speed”



	
How high students are scoring on standardized tests that measure content understanding – “MAP Growth Speed”





Lesson Clock Speed (LCS) can be measured by how many lessons the students are completing at “mastery” level and how long it takes them to complete those lessons. My 8-year old started 2nd grade content in mid-October 2025. She “mastered” all of 2nd grade by March 31st, 2025 (Reading: March 31st, Math: February 5th, Language: January 20th). She is now working her way through 3rd grade and the system estimated she will master all 3rd grade content before the end of May (Language: May 23rd, Math: May 9th, Science: May 7th). When she completes this content she will start on 4th grade material for the remainder of this year, and will start next school year part-way through that 4th grade content (assuming she doesn’t finish 4th grade over the summer). Since she missed the first 20% of the school year, we could say she is “learning” at (2.1/0.8) ~2.6x speed.

But that is NOT where the 2.6x number comes from.

Instead Alpha defines 2x learning as improvements in students MAP scores - MAP Growth Speed (MGS)

For those who are not deep in academic terminology (I know I wasn’t), MAP stands for “Measures of Academic Progress”. MAP is a set of standardized, computer-adaptive tests built by the Northwest Evaluation Association given to millions of students across America three times per year (fall, winter and spring). The adaptive nature of the test means that, while the “starting point” of the test depends on the student's age/grade level, the test questions increase or decrease in difficulty (of both concepts and expected knowledge) as students answer questions correctly or incorrectly. This means that not only can you compare scores across students in the same grade, you can compare scores of the same student over time, and of students across different grades. A 12th grader scoring a “238” has about the same knowledge as a 5th grader scoring “238”. If that score was a MAP math test taken in the fall, the 12th grader would be at the 60th percentile for his grade and the 5th grader would be at the 97th percentile for hers – but their knowledge and current capabilities would be about equivalent to each other.

Alpha has their students take the MAP tests three times per year. This testing can help the program adapt to understand if students who are “getting through the material” are actually retaining it and conceptualizing it, but it also helps measure progress. If a student is at 95th percentile in math in the fall, the MAP test will tell us if they are still at 95th percentile in the spring (or if they have advanced slower or faster than other 95th percentile students across the country).

You can see all of the MAP percentile charts here for all the kids who take it across America. For our purposes let’s look at the MAP percentile scores for math tests taken in the spring for the top 50% of kids in the country:

[image: ]

A few things worth pointing out:


	
Everyone gets better. Whether due to education or not, the scores of any given percentile increase with each passing year



	
Everyone slows down. Students get rapidly better on the test in the early years of school, and that progress slows down as they get older. Kindergarten to 1st grade sees increases of ~20 points at most percentile ranks. 11th to 12th grade improvements are minimal. Even the best students at that age are only getting ~6 points better on the test, and the median student sees no improvement at all over 12th grade.



	
The best kids slow down the least. From Kindergarten to first grade everyone is advancing at about 20-points on the test, so the more average kids are actually improving faster on a percentage basis than the top-1% kids. But around middle school something happens. From 7th to 8th grade the top percentile kids gain 7-points on the test. The 50th percentile kids gain 3-points. The lowest percentile kids (not shown in that image) only improve by a single point (from a much lower base)



	
The top performing kids are WAY ahead of the average and the lower tier kids. The kids at the top percentile achieve the median score of a graduating senior by the end of 3rd grade! And recall this is not an IQ test – this is a content test. The top 1% of 3rd graders have more content knowledge and comprehension than the median high school graduate.





When Alpha says their kids are learning 2.6x faster than kids in traditional schools, what they mean is that Alpha kids are increasing their MAP scores 2.6-times faster than similar kids at traditional schools.

What that means in practice is that kids at Alpha improve their percentile ranking on MAP results every time they take the test. If a 3rd-grader at Alpha scores a “209” on Math in the Spring (71st percentile), you can expect she will achieve (on average) a 235 the following spring when she is in 4th grade (traditional 71st-percentile 3rd graders improve ~10 points, so her experience at Alpha should have her improve 10 x 2.6 = 26 points). That would jump her from 71st-percentile to 94th-percentile. Keep it up and by 5th grade she moves beyond the 99th percentile (if you are lost with the math, don’t worry. The point is just that Alpha kids are learning faster, and increasing their “relative rank” with the rest of the country as they spend more time at Alpha)

Note that because of the base rates, it is a lot easier to improve versus your peers at traditional schools when you are “average” and when you are older. Median kids do not advance as fast, and older kids do not advance as fast – so getting a 2.6x improvement is easier in absolute magnitude when you start low.

So we should expect that the GT school – where kids enter the program scoring in the 90th+ percentile – might have faster overall improvement, but a smaller delta from traditional schools where the top percentile kids are still advancing very quickly. That would have been my ingoing hypothesis.

What is surprising is that, with the caveat that the GT-school is both new and small (only five kids took both the fall 2024 and the winter 2025 tests), those few data points are pointing in the opposite direction: on average those five kids’ MAP scores improved 5x faster than other kids who started the year at those base levels. The absurdity of those numbers makes me think that that rate will not hold, but it makes me optimistic that the program might actually speed up bright kids’ academics even more than it helps the average kid. Since my kids started the school year late in October (rather than mid-August when the standard school year started), they missed the fall MAP testing and we only have a single data point for each of them – the Winter MAP. They will be taking the Spring MAP in the next few weeks and I will be happy to share how they have progressed when I have that data back. I think they will have improved, but I am skeptical it will be at 5x faster than other similarly bright kids across the country.

There are at least three other objections to using MAP scores to measure progress or “success” of academic programs:


	
Do MAP scores actually correlate to anything important later in life?



	
Is this all just “teaching to the test”? Are the kids just learning knowledge to pass multiple-choice tests? What about critical thinking, formulating long-form thoughts through essays, and other types of learning?



	
How effective are other elite-schools and learning programs at increasing MAP scores?





I do not want to get bogged down in any of those questions, but all deserve at least courtesy answers.

Do MAP scores correlate with anything important?

I am not aware of any studies that look at MAP score correlations to lifetime income or other adult measures of “success”, but MAP scores are highly correlated with SAT scores, post-secondary success, and likelihood to attend an elite college. MAP is not trying to measure the same thing as SAT, but it's not surprising they are correlated. It begs the question of whether improving a MAP score will improve other things you care about (SAT scores, getting in a good college, having a happy life), but it is at least indicative that it is not measuring something meaningless.

Are scores inflated because of teaching to the test?

I believe there is something to the concern about “teaching to the test”. The kids doing the Alpha program spend a lot of time learning how to take multiple choice tests based on the content they have learned, and the content they are learning is the same content that is being tested on MAP. The best way to get better at a thing, is to practice doing that thing. To the first level of approximation this is fine as long as you are testing the right thing.

You see this effect in competitions.

If you want to get a high score in a diving competition, the first step is learning how to dive and how to dive better. You don’t need to worry about what the final test will evaluate you on, because no matter what it is evaluating you on, you need to be able to enter the water head first without making a splash and there are some fundamental skills you need to learn in order to do that.

But once you get to be a very good diver, then you may find the judging criteria starts to influence what you practice, how you practice, and what you choose to demonstrate in competition. Does one type of dive tend to score higher for any given level of skill? If so, you should focus your practice on that style.

That type of “over-optimization” tends to only happen at the highest levels of competition (if you want to get good at Jeopardy, start by having a large knowledge base. Once you are very good, THEN you may want to use frequency charts to fill in likely gaps (do you know all your alcoholic drink ingredients?), learn “pavlovs” (Pop art = Warhol; Aguinaldo = Philippines; two fathoms = Mark Twain) and study bidding strategies for daily doubles – things that will get you better at the “Jeopardy test”, but not get you better at the underlying skill that Jeopardy is, in theory, testing you on).

It is possible that Alpha’s learning methods veer into “over-optimization” but I have not seen that in practice. Mostly they are in the “learn the material you are expected to learn, and then you will test higher when you are tested against that material”.

The remaining “teach to the test” concern is “are we testing for the correct things?”

There I do have some concerns.

The MAP tests seem to be very effective at assessing knowledge and ability to incorporate that knowledge in novel situations. What MAP is not testing are things like:


	
Writing essays



	
Long form planning and strategy



	
Public speaking and persuasion



	
Making connections between two disparate concepts or ideas



	
Deep understanding of the drivers of history



	
Psychology



	
Economics



	
Leadership





…and so many other things.

100% of MAP test questions are multiple choice. Where are the students learning deep thinking? What about the learning you get from small group discussions in a university seminar?

I think Alpha’s answer to that concern is “that is what we do in the afternoon workshops”. I think that is a fine answer. How well do most schools teach those things as a baseline? Maybe Alpha does as good a job as other schools teaching public speaking. Maybe they do a better job? But what is missing is an objective measure of how well they do it.

I can see that GT is making progress on the measurement of those softer skills by running workshops on “competitive academics” where the output is legible. The kids at that school don’t just learn to give talks, they give talks and then submit them to The Moth in an attempt to qualify for (and win) Storytelling Nights. They don’t just write persuasive essays graded by their teachers, they write persuasive essays and then submit them to national competitions. They don’t just learn the concepts of long term planning and strategy, they put them in practice playing go and chess and then compete against their peers and earn an elo ranking. I think it is a fair way to assess these things and leads to more accountability, but note that it is only happening at the GT school with ten kids, not the main Alpha campus, and the data points so far on whether it is working are very thin.

Our friends at the flagship school are less convinced that the climbing wall workshop is teaching those “non-state mandated” academics that the core program misses.

Another disappointment is “Alpha Writes”.

The school was not happy with the third-party reading and writing apps out there and built their own. Alpha Reads is excellent. Alpha Writes (which is newer and just launched about a month ago) is not. I believe the school (and Joe Liemandt) understands that the product is not good enough, and they are taking it back to the drawing board, but for now I do not think the Alpha kids have any real edge versus traditional schools in their training on essay or creative writing skills.

How do Alpha’s MAP score improvements compare to other selective private schools across the country?

This is an important question for some parents. It is great if you can expect your 5th grader to advance 2.6x faster than they would at the local public school, but if you are planning to spend $40,000/year to send him to Alpha, your alternative is likely not the local public school. And if you are considering moving your family to Austin for the school, your alternative options are places like Horace Mann, Harvard-Westlake, and Lakeside. How does the 2.6x improvement that Alpha is delivering compare to those elite institutions?

I have no idea.

Unlike Alpha I have not found any elite school who has shared the MAP improvement rate for the students at their school.

I expect these elite schools are very good for all the reasons the selective private school I sent my kids to before GT was good: They have a select group of peers, they have great teacher:student ratios, and they have incredible resources. I also expect most of these schools do NOT accelerate (I could very well be wrong here and would be happy to be corrected). If they are like the schools I am familiar with they allow their students to advance through the material at the “normal” pace, with the normal pedagogy, but, because those kids are so bright, that leaves them plenty of time for enrichment.

Lakeside school (where Bill Gates’ children attended) has classes where students write and perform one-act plays at the school’s annual festival; advanced photography courses where students develop their own signature style and brand; Literature classes on Victorian novels, the Harlem Renaissance, and Chaos Theory; classes on abnormal psychology, architecture, blockchain, game theory and wilderness survival and leadership. I am sure by the time they graduate, students from Lakeside have learned much more than what is measured on a standardized MAP test.

The problem is that it is difficult to measure those “extra things”, so you are left making the decision on vibes and prestige and marketing materials. (and meanwhile the objective numbers are held under lock and key by the elite schools themselves who have no incentive to share them when they are already winning on vibes).

Is there any data on how different education programs are doing on improving MAP scores? I have not found any schools other than Alpha that share their data, but there are some “educational interventions” where the measured output was an improvement on MAP tests.

Teach to One: Math is a math program used in some schools that is meant to be “personalized” using “technology-infused direct instruction”. Their studies find that students who follow their full program improve 23% faster on the math MAP scores, and students who are “exposed” to the program improve 12% faster.

MAP Accelerator is a tool developed by Khan Academy. It claims that students who use it consistently for 30-minutes per week improve their MAP scores 9-43% faster than a control group.

Both examples show that if you have technology-enabled personalized learning for extended periods of time improve MAP scores versus the norm. Both show that those results only happen when the students stick with the program. This shows that the “secret sauce” of Alpha’s 2-Hour Learning is not what and how they are teaching but rather:


	
That they are using personalized technology-enhanced programing (when most schools aren’t)



	
They do it for 2-hours per day instead of 30-minutes per week



	
They keep the kids motivated so they put in the daily effort and don’t get burned out





What Alpha is doing is not rocket science. They are just “following the science” for what has been proven to work, and then designing a school around the best way (or “a way”) to deliver that science - personalized instruction, mastery focus, spaced repetition and incentives.

It should not be too surprising that when it all comes together it spits out measurable results. But will it hold?

Part Six: A Response to Bryan Caplan


"When the data and anecdotes disagree, the anecdotes are usually right. It’s usually not that the data is being miscollected. It’s usually that you’re not measuring the right thing."



— Jeff Bezos (on multiple occasions)

Not only does Bryan Caplan convincingly argue that education is mostly signalling in his book “The Case Against Education”, he goes even further to pour cold buckets of water on aspirational parents in his book “Selfish Reasons to have more Kids”. In that latter book he makes a compelling case with unimpeachable data that how kids turn out is almost entirely due to their genes plus “non-shared environment” (i.e., random things not having to do with parenting).

According to Caplan helicopter-parenting does not hurt your kids, it is just a waste of everyone’s time (and maybe their enjoyment during their childhood). You might be able to influence some of your kids' behavior in the short term, but once they become an adult and move out of your house they will revert to the biases of their genes. As Caplan says, the most important parenting decision you can make that will affect how your kids turn out is your choice of spouse (or more accurately your choice of the genes you use to build your kids).

Caplan does put one caveat on his data: range restriction.

He admits that all of his adoption studies focus on middle class Americans (and Europeans). He is the first to admit that if you take a baby out of extreme poverty in the developing world and raise him in a middle class American family, he will have better economic outcomes than if you leave him in rural Mauritania (see his “Open Borders” book). He may even grant that moving from the poorest broken families in America to the middle class also may make a difference – since all the data available comes from families who were approved by administrators as acceptable to raise adopted kids.

But is the same thing true when you move from the middle of the bell curve to the right?

When the Data Set Gets Bigger

Raj Chetty’s neighbourhood-impact study cracked the range challenge open. Chetty had access to all IRS filing data for generations. He was able to focus on families with multiple children that moved to significantly different zip codes, and follow those children over extended periods of time. By having millions of data points he could tease apart the impact of moving to a “better” zip code for older vs younger siblings. The younger sibling had the same family environment (and 50% of the same genes), but some number of more years in the “better” neighborhood.

Chetty found that better neighborhoods made a difference to long term outcomes.

But isn’t the neighborhood where a family lives in a “shared environment”? Clearly some adopted families lived in better neighborhoods than others? Why didn’t Caplan’s adoption studies pick that up?

I think part of the answer is noise. Chetty had millions of data points vs hundreds of thousands for the adoption studies. But mostly I think the reason Chetty found this impact while the adoption studies did not is that he was looking for different things. No one took the adoption studies and grouped the zip codes as the relevant input variable. As Bezos says, the data wasn’t miscollected, they were just looking at the wrong things.

So what does a good zip code look like?

Chetty summarizes a good zip code as:


	
Short commutes



	
Low inequality



	
Low high school dropout rates



	
High voter turnout



	
Low single mother rate





He summarizes that as a place of “economic connectedness” – where adults are connected to each other and to the broader community. A lack of those five elements are not bad per se, but they are correlated with a community where people are not interacting with each other as much as they are in communities where the metrics are reversed.

Chetty frames it that kids are influenced by the other adults in the area they live in. But I have another hypothesis. Rather than:

Other parents → Your kids

Perhaps the causation runs from:

Other parents → You → Your kids

Maybe it’s not other parents' style of parenting that is influencing your kids (how?) but rather when you spend time around other parents their parenting style rubs off on you and how you parent your kids.

Influence like that will not get picked up in Caplan’s adoption studies (which focus almost on how parent characteristics get passed on to genetic vs adopted children’s characteristics), but it is a potential signal that maybe parenting choices do matter. Maybe we were just looking at the wrong data.

Pre-registered Genius Experiment

We now have two data sets that don’t contradict directly, but do point to opposing conclusions. It would be great if we could test this with a pre-registered randomized control trial. That is not going to happen in our current culture. But enter Laszlo Polgár, who volunteered his own children as the test subjects. (Scott’s 2017 review of Polgar’s book here)

Before his children were born Polgár publicly announced he would raise them to be geniuses. He initially considered training them to be genius artists, writers or mathematicians, but decided those fields were not objective enough. It would be too easy for critics to dismiss his future children’s achievements and “not genius” no matter what they accomplished in those fields. So he chose a field that was considered both “driven by intelligence” that had clear, objective measures: chess.

Then he called his shot.

By 1989 all three girls received their first “GM norms” (a GM norm is finishing a tournament with a elo score of at least 2600; 27 norms are needed to make grandmaster). Two went on to become grandmasters - the 3rd and 4th women to ever achieve that title. One ranked in the top 100 (all genders) at age 12 – she peaked at #8 in the world. The other became the top-rated woman in the world at age 15.

Polgar showed that you could take kids, at least kids with “good enough genes”, and turn them into world champions through the right education methods.

One might think this would be “case closed”, but even as the Polgar sisters were achieving these feats people were saying that these girls must have been “naturally gifted”. They clearly had bright parents, but does anyone think that if they had been adopted into a random middle class American household they would have still become chess geniuses? Or world class in anything at all?

When Polgar was challenged on exactly that, he wanted to repeat the experiment by adopting a “black child” and doing it again. Unfortunately his wife talked him out of it.

Even if he had adopted a child and turned him into a genius, that would just be one data point – it would not show up in Caplan’s adoption studies. It would be a case of the anecdote and the data disagreeing. Which do you choose to believe?

Aristocratic Tutoring

It would be great if we could find more examples of Polgar’s model. While I could not find any other “called shots”, one could go back and look at the childhoods of geniuses to see if there is anything to find. That is what Erik Hoel did in his series of posts on “Why we stopped making Einsteins” (post 1, post 2, post 3; Scott’s response). Hoel argues persuasively that, when biographies of their childhoods exist, the geniuses of the past were almost all given 1:1 tutoring. There must have been many aristocrats in the past that were given 1:1 tutoring who never amounted to world-class genius, and many world-class geniuses who got there without 1:1 tutoring, but it does seem to put the thumb on the scale.

Benjamin Bloom would agree.

Benjamin Bloom quantified Polgar’s hunch in 1984, just eight years after Polgar’s last daughter was born. He ran a RCT where some students were taught normally and others given 1:1 tutoring. He found that the average tutored child improved by two standard deviations over the control: “The average tutored student was above 98% of the students in the control class” and “about 90% of the tutored students ... attained the level reached by only the highest 20% [of the control]”. He called his finding the “Bloom’s 2 sigma problem”

Why would this discovery of the secret sauce that could turn the average student into a genius be a problem?

Because Bloom saw no way to scale it.

Clearly we can’t give every kid in the world a personal 1:1 tutor.

We had the solution that would revolutionize everything, but it was just too expensive.

Where does that leave us?

Caplan showed that, within the normal range, nothing you do in education or parenting matters.

…But Chetty showed that how (or at least where) your kids are raised can matter.

…Polgar showed that intense 1:1 tutoring from a young age can create world-class geniuses

…And Bloom showed that 1:1 tutoring can work for almost everyone, improving performance, if not to world-class levels, still two standard deviations above the alternative.

Caplan is still mostly right—if you hover in the complacent middle of American schooling. But Chetty hints that context nudges outcomes, Polgár proves that deliberate, early, personalised instruction can manufacture prodigies, and Bloom tells us it lifts the average child by two sigmas. Alpha’s claim is that software‑mediated, 5:1 tutoring narrows that two‑sigma gap for a price mere mortals can (barely) contemplate. Whether that vision survives contact with budgets, regulators, and human nature is the question for section seven.

Part Seven: Scaling Weird

A month into our experiment in Austin we were at a neighbor’s backyard pool party (a fringe benefit of moving to Austin: there were backyard pool parties in early November). I was in conversation with a couple that I had just been introduced to. He asked why we moved to Austin, “Was it for your job?”

“No. Actually we moved for a school for the kids.”

Their faces expressed a combination of confusion and shock.

It wasn’t the first nor the last time. Everyone is confused at why we would move across the country to send our kids to a new school, “They don’t have good schools where you come from? How much does this school cost?”

Those two questions frame Alpha’s biggest risks when it comes to scaling. Their biggest challenges going forward are not going to be pedagogical. They are going to be sociological and economic.

The Economic Problem

Alpha is much cheaper than a Victorian Governess, but it’s not cheap.

As mentioned in this review more than a few times, Alpha’s flagship campus charges $40,000 a year— roughly 3-4× what the other top-tier private elementary schools in Austin ask. Yes, that figure is all‑in: every Chromebook, every afternoon workshop, even the spring junket to Poland to beta‑test the platform with Ukrainian refugees is baked into tuition. There are no gala auctions or booster fees waiting in tall grass. Still, $40k is a hard swallow when the local Christian school will take your child for eleven. Worse, the number almost certainly fails to cover costs. Recall that guides start at $60k, rise to $100k on promotion, and the five “head guides” each earn $150k. At the five‑to‑one student‑to‑teacher ratio Alpha runs, those salaries alone suck in half the revenue from a twenty‑kid cohort before you’ve paid the rent, the head of school, the company executives, the curriculum designers, the engineers that are building the 2-hour platform and AlphaRead, the workshop costs (or the trip to Ukraine) or the marketing expenses (MacKenzie has a very well produced podcast, and I see a lot of ads for the school on Facebook now that we live locally).

Compared with aristocratic one‑to‑one tutoring, forty grand is a steal. But $40,000 is still Lamborghini kindergarten – and even at those prices it is still burning through Joe Liemandt’s cash pile.

Alpha’s answer to eventually solving the economics seems to be two fold: (1) Get enough scale that the fixed costs (like the learning platform) become a rounding error on overall costs, and (2) pull out the “non-essentials” at many of the campuses to get the marginal cost well below $10,000 per student.

Whether they will be successful is still in early innings. The homeschool product beta is limping along with 1x learning, and the Arizona Charter doesn’t open until autumn 2025. Whether Alpha retains its magic without $150,000/year guides with 5:1 teacher:student ratios and generous bribe incentives programs, remains to be seen.

The Weirdness Problem

When Bryan Caplan writes about the signaling theory of education, he lists three signals that schools send to employers:


	
Our students are smart



	
Our students are heard working



	
Our students are conformists





Many people are surprised that anyone would want to signal conformity. Don’t most people and employers value “innovative thinking”? Maybe, but not in their new hires.

Elite employers generally want bright, diligent hires who will color inside the corporate lines for a few years before they start “thinking outside the box”. Most successful businesses are successful for a reason. They want new employees to enter and do what they are told to in order to understand their new business before they try to “do things differently” and change things.

Caplan explains that the need to signal conformity is the hardest hurdle to disrupting education. You can signal intelligence with an IQ test, and you can signal conscientiousness with any sort of time consuming long term task (Caplan gives the example of collecting the largest ball of string in the world). But by definition, if you do anything different from the norm of going to an existing well known school, you are signalling non-conformity.

Caplan himself homeschooled some of his kids, but only after he verified that homeschooling for high school wouldn’t hurt his kids chances of getting into good colleges. He was non-conformist, but only willing to act on the non-conformity if it wouldn’t be punished by the conformists.

Most people are not even going to go as far as Caplan. Most people are very happy to be conformists.

That conformity is one reason why humans surpassed chimps. We are really good at watching other high status members of our communities and copying their behavior. I believe that is a big part of why moving to a better neighborhood leads to better outcomes for kids – because both the kids and the parents take on the “better” lifestyles of that community.

But it also means that getting people to switch from the existing school system to something like Alpha will be difficult.

Once we, personally, got over the more pedestrian concerns about moving for a school, our next concern was whether our kids would even get into Alpha. We did not need to worry. Alpha does have a screening process. They won’t accept kids who are disruptive and can’t focus in front of a computer for 20 minutes at a time. But the bar is relatively low.

And yet the school is still, after more than a decade in operation, under-capacity.

When other elite schools have 20% or lower acceptance rates – and limited “entrance points” (i.e. get your kid in at kindergarten or you are likely out of luck), Alpha is taking almost everyone who applies and allows students to jump in at any point – even mid-year.

That reality replaced our first concern with another: Do we want to join a club that will so easily accept us as a member?

Both my wife and I came from a world where:

Low acceptance rate ~= quality

We had just assumed that if we believed Alpha was worth moving across the country for, the school would be oversubscribed with local families. But it’s not even close.

The hardest schools to get into in Austin are places like St Stevens and St Andrews – veritable institutions more than 70 years old. Those are the schools that the rich, old money families who have been in Austin for generations want to send their kids to. And if that is where the elite are sending their kids, why wouldn’t you want your kids in the same place? We already know that peers matter and that education differences are marginal at best – why not just optimize for the best peers (where best means the most exclusive club)? St Stevens and St Andrews are the best socially acceptable options: not this new weird Alpha school that uses AI to teach kids. Who would do that to their kids?

What is the Alpha Target Audience?

So who is going to Alpha?

Mostly elite non-conformists.

I think that broader group breaks down into three sub-segments (to use Marketing persona jargon):


	
David Disruptor: Tech employee who has moved from the Bay area to Austin. He was nonconformist to even get into tech, and even more non-conformist to leave California



	
Arjun Academic: First generation immigrant family from India. Likely also works in tech, or maybe healthcare, or runs a small business. They want their kids to excel academically and they are fine doing it differently than the people around them



	
Alex Amplifier: The smallest segment. Austin is home to a small group of non-conformist “new media” personalities. I can name a dozen off the top of my head: Joe Rogan, Tim Ferriss, Lex Fridman, Andrew Huberman, Byrne Hobart, Razib Khan, Peter Attia, Matt Bateman, Chris Williamson, Ryan Holiday, David Parell, Rob Henderson and the Kill Tony guys. At least 3-4 from that list have kids in one of the Alpha schools.





That is a solid base to build an initial business from (especially in “Keep it Weird, Austin”), but they will need to find a way to break through that niche into the mainstream if they want to truly transform education more broadly – which is really the founders’ goal.

To reach the masses Alpha may need to become “more normal”, but if it becomes “more normal”, won’t that just put it back into the middle of the bell curve and become just like all the other education initiatives that petered out as they tried to scale?

So, Will Alpha Matter?

I believe Alpha is the rare educational intervention that dramatically increases the speed that students can learn the required material. But that just begs the next question:

“So what?”

Does it matter if kids learn the full K-12 state curriculum in six years instead of thirteen? Then what?

For many the next questions become:

“Will this help my kid get into a great college?”

“Does knowing this material faster help them get a better job post-college?”

“Does learning this material faster make them happier and more fulfilled in life?”

For me, the real value that comes from Alpha is not the performance uplift. The most important feature of Alpha is that they have found a way to learn more efficiently. It allows students to condense all the “required” state-mandated material into half a day for ~6 years instead of a full day for ~13 years. Is that the right stuff to learn? Are they learning all they need from that platform? That almost doesn’t matter. The point is that the alternative is to spend more than twice the amount of time to get to the same (or worse) output.

Once you have freed up half a day for 6-years and a full day for the other seven, you open up a limitless number of possibilities.

Some kids will rush into college classes. Some will choose to use the time to play sports. Some will use the time to master chess or quiz bowl or programming. Some will take time to travel the world with their families.

I have some opinions on where I think my kids should spend the extra time that has been freed up, but those opinions are secondary to that much stronger opinion that it is good to give kids more time to do something other than sit in classrooms and learn state-mandated material.

I believe the most important gift I can give my children is the gift of my love and respect.

Once I have done that, I think the next most valuable thing I can give them is time.

The 2-hour learning platform is gifting them an additional ~9 years of childhood.

I just hope they use it wisely.




An American football game

The year is a couple years ago. I am nineteen, and on my first trip stateside. Michael Moore, whom I was forced to watch in English class, once said in an interview that he omitted some details about the Scandinavian prison environment from his documentary “where to invade next” because American audiences simply wouldn’t have believed it. Here I am, a Scandinavian in rural Illinois, facing the opposite dilemma. Everything about this trip is so unbelievably American, in an honestly mostly negative way. Not all negative, but mostly. I tried so hard to be open-minded and delete all stereotypes from my brain before landing in Chicago airport, only to have them continuously confirmed from the moment I landed. My boyfriend’s former host family, who we were staying with, wanted to drive us somewhere we could walk to in five minutes (on a sidewalk, no “b-but walkability!” excuse). “Freedom Gas Station” is adorned with a Liberian flag. One house makes it clear that it roots for Trump in 2024, while his neighbor believes that love is love and water is life. There are three fast food chain options in a town of less than 2000 and all three are delicious. Yet the most American experience, except perhaps the party where we started target shooting cans for fun, was yet to come.

One day, we headed to the nearest college town to watch a local football game. Or, we’re driven, because neither me nor my boyfriend can drive, which of course is a serious handicap. I knew so little about this American pastime that until earlier that same year, I thought the Super Bowl was a bowling competition, but I figured it must work the same as all the other ball sports. Run (or ice skate, or gallop) around the field, get the ball in the goal.

It didn’t. But that didn’t really matter.

Live American football games are so overwhelming, so overstimulating, so much that I really struggle to explain it in words. I figure it must be like what old people feel TikTok is like. No wonder the ADD boyfriend I was with loved it. American football is not only football, but approximately 10 other things happening in the span of a couple minutes. Because the game constantly pauses (?), something must happen during the breaks.

It was freezing cold. American winters are, in many areas, notably more harsh than Southern Scandinavia, which is where the vast majority of us live. The cheerleaders were in leggings, gloves and scarves with the team logo on it. But the sexy dancing girls were not.

One type of dancing girl is apparently not enough, so during one of the constant breaks, a different group of way more scantily clad dancers popped out of their blanket cocoons and started a short performance to an outdated pop song. They gave it their all, and I enjoyed it thoroughly. I do agree with the Americans in that respect - the more sexy dancers, the better. The entrepreneurial, always striving, never satisfied, spirit of the American people strikes yet again. You invented cheerleading and still thought, no, not enough. You don’t consider yourself Icarus, able to fly too close to the sun; after all, you’ve already gone to the moon.

Another break. I’m trying desperately to make sense of the game but failing. Luckily, buff military dudes come to the rescue. They’re starting to do push ups on the side of the playing field. The audience is informed that Guy 1 graduated from this university two years ago and is now proudly serving in the navy, while Guy 2 is doing some kind of joint military and college program right now. We all clap and cheer at their push-ups and their service.

During the game, we’re treated to uplifting orchestral music from a uniformed band, interspersed with cheerleaders cheering, outdated pop songs and enthusiastic commentary from someone who is sponsored by Toyota. I know this because he will end every other sentence with “and a Toyotaaaaa!”. As in: “the Redbirds are coming back strong, and a Toyotaaaaaaa!”. At first I thought I had misunderstood, this isn’t my first language and I’m tired and distracted. But no, that was just how they chose to integrate the sponsorship, and I respect that immensely. No nonsense. No hiding. Also, how did they get Toyota to sponsor a game with two minor teams and and audience of at most 300 people? I don’t care. But I loved it.

I almost forget there’s even a game happening. I’m hooked to see in which corner of the field another random seeming group of people will pop and dance or do push ups. The points, shown on a big screen, are way higher than what I’m used to in the other types of sportsball (this, I have learned, is what Americans who don’t care about sports call it. I think that is hilarious and I will steal it). I’ve finished my pretzel bites, a fulfilling snack consisting of the whitest, softest dough I’ve ever put in my mouth. The “cheese” dip I got to accompany them was downright awful, though.

Now, there’s a long break, similar to what I already know from real football. I wanted to grab more pretzel bites, but right as I’m about to get seated, the band starts to march down the field. It’s a diverse orchestra with a wide array of instruments. Next, what I can only describe as the “flag girls” come in. They carry long strips of colored fabric on sticks that they do tricks and formations with. It’s not very entertaining, but it’s somewhat heartwarming. In the US, I learned while there, there’s a stereotype about “band kids” as being nerdy and awkward. In this activity, they’ve managed to include not only the jocks and the pretty girls, but also the sexy girls, the flag girls, the military and the nerds. There’s a great sense of community and togetherness. It’s a small game with two pretty unknown teams, but there’s nothing humble about it. Americans don’t do humble. They do great. And everyone is allowed to participate in this project of greatness, in their own way.

All in all, I cannot recommend this experience highly enough. Whether you’re a tourist like me or a born and bred American who’s just a sportsball hater, do consider going to a local college American football game. There’s something for everyone in there. Even if you hate balls and pretty girls and sexy girls and the military industrial complex and the education system, you get to laugh at the absurdity of it all. And unlike when watching a soccer game, you’re at no risk of getting a beer bottle smashed in your head.




Arbitraging Several Dozen Online Casinos

The Vicious Subsidy

The growth of gambling in the United States is unrelenting. This blog regularly plugs prediction markets, ESPN now shows moneylines, and even relatively conservative areas of investing blur the line through options sold to retail and event contracts. I dislike this for several reasons. The first bookies promote poor thinking in their customers to make better marks. Secondly, crypto used to mean cryptography and I already had a hard enough time justifying weird number puzzles to normal people.

But the biggest reason it bothers me is that so much of society is already focused on money. Not positively either, a large portion of my friends and family struggle to pay the bills or put off important things like retiring or having children for a lack of funds. Even if I do alright, a lot of people don’t. Making even more of life a pecuniary proposition rubs salt in social wounds.

But if the game happens anyway, I should get good at the game. There are many complicated and sophisticated approaches to making money at gambling. You can get very good at your chosen wager, like so many famous poker players. You can get better at modeling the world, as Edward Thorpe [0] and Bill Benter [1] famously did. Or you can cheat. I would lose my day job if I cheated, but the first two are viable. It takes wits, nerve, and statistically normal luck, but there's still good money to be made in gambling. What I did not realize is that there is an additional option. You can show up and casinos will pay you to play.

So while most stories about gamblers focus on their risk taking or cleverness, this review focuses on bottom feeding. Nothing here requires any skill, the most sophisticated mathematical operation needed is division, and the most exciting action is a credit card application. But the money is real. With no upfront capital, you can make about $18 per day. The median American makes $42,220 per year [2], which is $116 per day. So an extra $18 is a significant amount. If you have a credit card you can push that number up to at least $30000 per year, which is approaching minimal financial independence[3]. Double that number for a married couple. That money goes very far in the cheap seats of America.

Finally, I wish to talk about the low hanging fruit of gambling profits because it is very strange to me that there is a moderately sized pile of money lying in the street. Online gambling is evidently profitable, despite the fact that the house is literally offering to buy everyone in America roughly a used car every year. How much money do gamblers in aggregate have to be losing to make this possible? How bad are normal people at math? Did I just get lucky or is it skill?

Stylization

The facts here are stylized. I have chosen to omit details on both my personal earnings from online gambling activity and how these arbitrages work in detail. Such as games chosen, sites used, scripts written, or other tricks of the trade. I did this for two reasons:

1. Arbitrages are rivalrous. If you make the money, the odds of me making the money go down. I will still probably regret advertising that this opportunity exists, but there are already more detailed guides on the net, if not on sites with as large or as competent of an audience. Figuring out how to do this yourself is just a matter of finding websites and reading sales pitches, but I will not do that for you.

2. Some of you shouldn't be doing this, you have better things to do with your time. My hobbies already included several adjacent things and I have to itemize my taxes to deduct charitable donations anyway, so I had minimal additional costs. I also already know how to program computers and solve software problems, so automating is easy enough.

A Legal Fiction

To begin, we need to identify our targets. These are sweeps casinos. In the United States, a sweepstake differs from a lottery by fulfilling no more than two of the following conditions:


A: It is a game of chance.

B: It has a valuable prize.

C: You have to pay to enter.



Since casinos don't like skilled customers and gamblers want their bets to be meaningful, C is most commonly dropped. Sweepstakes as a marketing gimmick, such as the famous McDonald's Monopoly game, are quite common. But those kinds of sweepstakes aren't trivially exploitable.

Sweepstakes Casinos exist to offer online, onshore gambling in the United States by exploiting a simple loophole. Instead of operating as a normally regulated gambling provider, they offer games where the prizes have no cash value. You can purchase in-game currency which cannot be exchanged for valuable prizes (normally called Gold Coins or GC) and are also given, free of charge, a promotional currency that can be exchanged for cash (Sweeps Coins or SC) after it is played in a game. The prices for GC are highly variable, but the amount of free SC is pegged to the amount of real USD you paid for your GC. So the SC is legally not the main concern, but in practice it is the only thing I or almost all players care about. The GC is just there as a fig leaf.

For example, a sweeps casino will sell 100,000 GC and 100 SC for $99.99. After purchase, the 100 SC are not redeemable. To cash out, redeemable SC must be won in a game. So if you put all 100 SC on black in roulette and win, you can cash out $200. Redeemable SC can also be played in a game, but all casino games have negative expected value. If you want to make money, you want to play each SC the fewest times possible, ideally once.

Will this legal fiction hold up in court? Maybe, since the law is increasingly determined by who got there first. Whether they will get big enough to capture the Uber exemption is an open question for another time. I expect the entirely legal online casinos to eventually outcompete their sweeps counterparts, for the simple reason that they pay more tax revenue. If the lottery is a tax on fools, our publicans will not abide being undercut forever. But for review purposes, the sweeps casinos pay this year and that's good enough.

Meet Alice

We have to assume a few things about a hypothetical customer of a sweeps casino with a few particular traits. Let's call her Alice.

A: Alice is American. Alice lives in the US, is a US citizen, and can freely access US financial services.

B: Alice is unexceptional. Alice has no notable skills, can do arithmetic, browse the internet, and keep records.

C: Alice plays for keeps. Alice does not enjoy gambling, but does like to get paid.

Alice is a useful basis of comparison. Everything I describe will be well within the reach of a person with minimal computer skills. I don't count as an Alice, since I know too much about math, but you should think of a minimally technically competent person. Consider her something like the "reasonable person" standard.

Free Edge

Alice has no connections or special insight. Nevertheless, she has several sources of advantage over the house. The house gives them to her, in the form of several mathematically demonstrable edges.

Edge 1: No Purchase Necessary

Her first money making method exists to maintain the sweeps casino’s legal fiction. Almost all casinos give a "Daily Bonus" which includes SC. This is to clearly emphasize that they do not require money to play their games, it is only highly recommended. Alice will log into her account each day and collect her bonuses. She will store these up for a while, play through a game, and cash out.

The size of these bonuses vary between .05-1.15 SC. Cashing out normally requires 50 or 100 SC, so it can take up to 2000 days (or 5 years, 5 months) to get enough free SC to cash out in the extreme cases, not accounting for losses in games. Still, the average site pays .5 SC, so this is ~$18 per day. Alice can collect 15% of the median American's earnings, with minimal time and effort. This money also excludes additional seasonal or holiday bonuses, which can add up quickly around Christmas time.

Edge 2: Discount Dollars

Alice isn't content with her minimal income and wants more. To do this, she engages in the dark art of statistical arbitrage.

Her plan is simple. A casino offers her a deal where she can purchase 100 SC for $75. She has no special skills, but the casino offers a game where she will win, on average, 95% of what she plays [4].


i. She buys the package for $75 via credit card and receives 100 SC.

ii. She plays 100 SC and wins 95 SC.

iii. She cashes out 95 SC for $95.

iv. She pays a $75 credit card bill.



v. She now has $20 more, more than one day's worth of daily bonuses.

In my experience, the amounts of discounted SC here vary. Sales are concentrated around holidays, weekly "Happy Hours", and other events. The size of the discounts are also concentrated in the 5-15% off range instead of the 25% off in the example. But, I netted $36 per day in the last month on this.

Edge 3: Hey Big Spender

Once Alice started spending money, casinos started noticing her. Online gambling, like online gaming, is built around whales. A few, high value customers dominate casino returns. As a paying customer, Alice is statistically more likely to be one of these whales and therefore receives some extra perks. A few free dollars here, an extra discount package there, these incentives can add up.

The discount packages are already folded into my daily discounts, but the additional rewards add another $4 to the daily total.

Edge 4: What's in Your Wallet?

Finally, Alice totals her bill at the end of the month and notices that her gambling did something weird. If you use a credit card at a physical casino, it almost always codes as a cash advance and does not receive credit card rewards. But as "I can't believe it’s not gambling", the sweepstakes casino purchases are treated like any other in-app purchase. So she got a small rebate, call it 2% (or more, if you can get the right cards).

In total, I net about $35 [5] per day with a suboptimal [6] card setup. This includes purchasing some undiscounted packages where, after accounting for the credit card reward, I still have an edge. I am rate limited by my credit limit, payment processing times, settlement times, and a desire to limit counterparty risk.

Sources of Loss, Variance, and Annoyance

Online casinos offer many kinds of games. Most of these are bad for arbitrageurs, for reasons that make them good for the target audience.

First, casino games often celebrate wins, even if they are less than the amount staked. Each win can play animations, sounds, and other effects that can't always be disabled. This takes valuable time, but can mostly be ignored or run in the background. Alice wants no fuss, she does not enjoy this.

Second, games have uneven payouts. Gamblers seem inherently attracted to the possibility of winning a lot of money, which economists call a preference for lottery like payouts. The ideal game for a skilless arbitrageur has a very small edge and zero variance. Remember, talentless edge is capped to the upside. You expect to make at most 10% off a 10% discount. So a great game would be a machine that takes in $100 and gives out $99. Meanwhile, a slot machine takes in $1, gives back nothing two thirds of the time, a quarter a quarter of the time, and a range of dollar bills for the remainder. That uncertainty is annoying and it can make it much harder to profit, especially in the short run.

Variance can be overcome by betting more, since the central limit theorem turns high variance games into normal distributions eventually. But that requires betting small amounts frequently, which takes time. Alice is here for the long run and wants to get there as quickly as possible. So she’ll make those bets, but would prefer not to.

Third, games require engagement. Some slot machines have "bonus rounds" that require input to trigger. Or blackjack, where the player can make "meaningful" choices, even though the optimal decision is known [7]. These are all terribly inconvenient and some websites have semi-effective anti-botting measures that make them worse. Alice cannot deploy bots, since she is skill free, so she’ll have to play games herself.

So, here is a ordered subjective list of the notable games in my experience, along with their expected value

Baccarat: 98.94%[8]

Baccarat, No Commission [9]: 98.76%

French Roulette: 98.65%[10]

Blackjack: 99.34%[11]

European Roulette: 97.3% [12]

Plinko: 97.1%, variants can be lower

Other Traditional Games (Sic Bo, Top Card, Teen Patti, etc) 94-96.7%

Dice [13]: 95%, can be lower

Slots: 85%-97.2%, can rank above Dice and Plinko

The traditional casino games are clearly better than slots for the arbitrageur. Baccarat and French Roulette both offer high payouts with very little required engagement. This renders both of them superior to Blackjack in my opinion. That last .4% of payout isn't worth the hassle and increased variance.

I would also like to take a moment to praise Roulette as a triumph of game design. The house edge on roulette is entirely attributable to the "0" spot on the wheel and all 37 numbers can each be bet on with the same 35 to 1 odds. This allows for both the degenerate gambler and conservative arbitrageur to play the same game at the same time with vastly different amounts of variance. One can try to cover the board with as many bets as possible to minimize the chance of losing anything, while the other will stick everything on one number for that sweet pseudo jackpot.

Uncompensated Risk

There are two main sources of uncompensated risk for an arbitrageur. You can screw up and the casino can screw up.

You can screw up by entering suboptimal instructions. Setting a game to autoplay 1 SC instead of .1 SC can cost serious money when you do it 1000 times. But, theoretically, this doesn't exist. Execution is a real part of arbitrage, but one that is hard to manage. Skill issue, etc. These don’t count as skills, so Alice won’t be concerned with them.

The casino can screw up by not paying you. Technical glitches (coins not awarded with purchased packages, failed games, unclear rules) can normally be resolved by complaining to the bot until you get routed to an underpaid support worker who just wants you to go away. Alice will be polite, but insistent, and document everything.

The more serious issue is if the casino stops existing or never existed. Since your coins don't technically have cash value, cutting and running is a potential problem. This is unlikely for any given casino, since they are (ideally) going concerns, but is an unavoidable risk. You start by not paying casinos which lack a history of paying out. Hopefully casinos would pay out winnings the next day, but several take one or two weeks. Anything more than a month is a serious problem.

Counterparty risk is a good reason why an arbitrageur would bother talking to other gamblers. If the jackpot winners aren’t getting paid, the casino isn’t good for the money and Alice can pass. This isn’t foolproof, but nothing is.

I have realized this counterparty risk. A casino stopped paying out with a few hundred dollars of my winnings unpaid. This is, of course, undesirable. But there are additional options for recovery. Since I always pay by card, I was able to dispute the charges and recover what I put in. I had to fill a whole lot of digital forms and even mail some letters, but I got my money back. Counterparty risk is the largest risk and can only be managed by limiting trust to counterparties. This, more than my credit limits, determines how much I can make off credit card rewards.

Paying Dead Money

So that covers the strategy. You can make about $95 ($18 from daily bonuses, $36 from discounts, $4 from additional VIP rewards, and $35 from credit card rewards) per day. That adds up to 82% of the median American's annual earnings. This takes, generously, an hour a day, if you do all the collecting and playing manually. A household can double this number. The median American household earns $80,610, so a couple can earn 86% of what a typical household earns in the US off gambling incentives, excluding benefits such as PTO, health insurance, etc.

I am excluding any gambling where skill could be beneficial from this estimate. Sports betting is off the table here, as is advantage play in other games. But since your typical American doesn't beat the house, sports betting rewards, incentives, and other subsidies could provide additional income in any realistic scenario. Similarly, poker, prediction markets, and other advantage gambling is not unrealistic for a moderately skilled (rather than zero skilled) individual. Your takeaway should not be that "gamblers can make a living", it should be "any US citizen who can browse the internet and use the financial system can make tens of thousands of dollars a year with minimal effort".

What if you had a UBI and nobody came?

This is the part of the review where we wildly extrapolate what we’ve learned to the rest of society. Here are some conclusions.

1. For a large chunk of America, they could earn more money by doing less.

About 40% of American households earn less in a year than a subset of gambling companies will pay them to show up and do as little as possible. This isn’t a free lunch, but the required labor is very low. It takes under half an hour a day, call it an hour if you are bad at computer things. No physically stressful labor and you don't have to get dressed. You do have to itemize your taxes (if you are spending money on discounted coins), and that could affect whether an individual qualifies means tested benefits such as SNAP [14]. But some of these sites are offshore and don't properly report winnings to the IRS. I pay my taxes (I'm a good boy), but I know some people don't.

Of course, a mousetrap offers a pretty good meal for the mice. The chunk of cheese sitting right on that trigger is an excellent source of calories. The issue is eating it without the snap.

2. Something prevents most of the populace from collecting their money.

Clearly Alice is not representative of Americans. We can now ask what parts are miscalibrated. Free money exists for a reason. There have to be some sort of costs associated with picking money up off the sidewalk that keep it there.

i. Ignorance. Most people don't know you can do this. Gambling still has a stigma and most people don't go looking for online casinos to make money. So ignorance is an easy answer. Slow or intermittent rural internet could also be a problem. Some of these casinos have been around for a decade or more, but proliferation takes time. This knowledge limitation doesn’t really lower the bar for Alice in the long term, she would eventually learn there’s a buck in this racket.

Of course, Alice could not know because society suppresses information about gambling, even if profitable. In this view, the recent growth of the industry is a historical abnormality and typical social dynamics discourage discussing it, especially in elite circles. Most people mistrust a financial advisor who claims “the solution to your budget shortfall is to go into credit card debt to fund a slot habit”, even if that is demonstrably true. But why these social dynamics exist is the next question.

ii. Discipline. The vast majority of the bets that casinos offer will lose money over the long term. People just won't limit themselves to playing the absolute minimum amount and gamble more than they should. That is what the casino expects and it seems to work. But the fact that it works is interesting.

iii. Instability. Because you aren’t supposed to be arbitraging, any given casino can stop paying at any time. They could drop table games and you’re stuck with slots or stop offering redeemable SC altogether. The portfolio of casinos is more resilient, but perhaps it just isn’t worth the effort to sign up for dozens of predatory, unofficial, pseudo-gig economy apps. This would prevent Alice from centering her personal finances exclusively on casino arbitrage, but would not prevent people with full or part time jobs or other financial support from picking up extra cash.

iv. Downside Aversion. Alice is converting a lottery-like activity (jackpots) into a bond-like stream of payments ($95 per day). All of the risk of arbitraging is to the downside, since a casino could vanish or Alice could fat finger a bet. But the payouts are small, paid over long periods. To paraphrase, everybody wants a Lambo, ain’t nobody wants to clip them tedious coupons. Since the best case is making a little bit of money and the worst is losing a lot, Alice must have atypical preferences.

v. Numeracy. The population of numberers is bad by the numbers. We can use the PIAAC (Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies) [15] to get a grip on this. If arbitraging casinos requires Alice “to identify and act on mathematical information and ideas embedded in a range of common contexts where the mathematical content is fairly explicit or visual with relatively few distractors”, that’s a level 2 task and 34% of Americans cannot do it. If the information is “less explicit, embedded in contexts that are not always familiar and represented in more complex ways”, that’s level 3 and 62% of Americans can’t. Levels 4 and 5 exclude 88% and 98% of Americans respectively. My guess, figuring how to do this out is a level 3 task, executing a solved problem a 2. But I am a professional numberer, so my intuition is likely wrong. In either case, a significant fraction of adults cannot be expected to do basic arithmetic.

vi. Social Pressure. The purpose of employment is not only money, but also social status and respect. Answering “What do you do?” with “Pick cheese out of mousetraps” is unlikely to one up anyone at parties. Of course, Alice doesn’t have to tell people. She can honestly say “I’m a financial analyst and investor specialized in alternative investments”, then deflect further questions. But that may take social skills she does not have. America’s social environment where most people work may not have caught up to the fiscal realities.  Of course, if she has a day job she can just answer with that. I personally don’t tell people I do this, the rewards are low and the risks are high.

3. Minimally disciplined and numerate Americans have a high income floor.

I should emphasize again how little effort collecting any of this money takes. You can work most of it out in about an hour. Executing it is a chore that takes a small amount of time each day. I have put more work into writing this than I have into collecting the money for the past month.

So, if you are an American, can count, and are willing to work (generously) 4 hours a week, you can make about $166 per hour. Therefore, Americans who will take low financial risks, do elementary school math, and chores are so rare they command a massive, implicit premium on their time.

Matt Levine's wonderful Money Stuff [16] newsletter sometimes talks about Astrophysicists; STEM PhDs, Technologists, and Quantitative Traders all basically do the same job. They look at data, model things, and make decisions. The math they do isn't always fun or interesting. In my experience, interestingness and profitability are uncorrelated for mathematics. But quantitative skills nevertheless convert to cash. They're what make skilled edge, positive expected value bets that the house doesn't just give you, possible.

But showing up is enough to make money. The low end of the Astrophysicist continuum is sparse. If you combine extremely small amounts of risk taking, discipline, and the ability to count in our society, you can keep a roof over your head. This is what a society's garbage time looks like. Some minimally productive individuals don't have to do anything challenging to live decent lives.

Unintuitively, this lowers my estimation of the skills of people who actually get rich from risk taking and numbers. Capitalism is begging them to do so. Our institutions are beating down the doors for someone, anyone who wants risk and rigor. If the distribution of talent is constant in a population, we are lowering the average skill of the Astrophysicist class to expand the total size of the pool. If talent is not constant and we are increasing the total number of Astrophysicists, that has to have opportunity costs at a societal level. Time spent coding is time not spent composing poetry, encouraging gambling discourages something else.

Simultaneously, gambling is at best zero sum, unproductive entertainment. All of my profits must be someone else’s losses. Perhaps it increases knowledge of how to build statistical models, but solving basic strategy Blackjack is not an open question on the frontiers of human knowledge. The gambling industry removing a larger fraction of Astrophysicist effort means that effort is not going to actual Astrophysics. My intuition is that financial services and big tech are less marginally helpful for long term societal benefit than actual Astrophysics, but that is far less certain. If that is true, we have a system that takes more bucks, but gives less bang.

I believe this situation is unstable. You may utilize the apocalypse of your choosing, but the odds that we have arrived at an infinite frontier of milk and honey are low. So I will be taking the money and saving it for later.

But this subsidy hastens the end. Society requires the disciplined and numerate, at least for now. Offering them and only them to trade tedium for cash is not a great way of solving problems. Vice has found a way to remove a few more virtues.


Notes


[0]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward\_O.\_Thorp#Applied\_research\_in\_casinos



[1]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bill\_Benter



[2]

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MEPAINUSA672N



[3]

https://www.reddit.com/r/leanfire/, their baseline assumption is $25k. So $30k should be enough for a decent life.



[4]

This stat is called Return to Player in the industry, but is equivalent to Expected Value. It is included in the info tab of almost all games, everyone playing knows the odds.



[5]

Pure cash back, not airline miles. If you travel a lot or game the rewards system, you could get more out of this.



[6]

For some reason, the credit card companies think I may be taking advantage of them.



[7]

A few casinos let you autoplay basic strategy Blackjack, which makes it much better.



[8]

Betting only on Banker



[9]

Betting only on Player



[10]

Only on even money bets with the la partage rule https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/En\_prison, which returns half of stake on a 0.



[11]

Assuming basic strategy, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blackjack#Basic\_strategy, Blackjack pays 3 to 2, Soft 17s, and 8 decks, along with a few other minor rules.



[12]

All bets have the same EV, but arbitrageurs will favor outside bets https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roulette#Outside\_bets to maximize board coverage with minimal capital, which decreases variance.



[13]

Though called dice, this is a random number generator where you are trying to get a number below a player chosen threshold. All the payouts have identical EV, accounting for discretization.



[14]

Credit card rewards are not taxable income, so a large chunk of that income may not qualify. I am not an accountant or lawyer, take this opinion with a grain of salt.



[15]

Category descriptions here, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Programme_for_the_International_Assessment_of_Adult_Competencies#Description_of_PIAAC_numeracy_discrete_achievement_levels

Results for 2023 survey here

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/ideuspiaac/report.aspx?p=1%C3%81LNP%C3%811%C3%8120133%C3%8020173%C3%8020233%C3%81PVNUM%C3%81BMNUM%C3%81USI%C3%81RP%C3%82RP%C3%81Y%C3%82J%C3%810%C3%810%C3%8137%C3%81N&Lang=1033



[16]

https://www.bloomberg.com/account/newsletters/money-stuff






Arnold Schoenberg - Drei Klavierstücke ("Three Piano Pieces"), Op. 11

“...for the first time in world history, popular cultural production had proved to be aesthetically superior to the cultural production of the elite. Genre fiction, whether thrillers or sci-fi, was broadly superior, at that time, to the mainstream novel; the comic book outclassed by far the creations of the official representatives of the visual arts; and most particularly, popular music made a mockery of subsidized attempts at ‘experimental music.’”


	Michel Houellebecq, Annihilation



“Intelligent people have always been offended if one bothered them with matters which any idiot could understand at once.”


	Arnold Schoenberg, New Music, Outmoded Music, Style, and Idea



I.

If you were forced to lay blame for the trajectory of 20th century art music on one person – and there is much to answer for – the most natural choice would be Arnold Schoenberg. Schoenberg pioneered the now-ubiquitous variety of atonal classical music that no normal person wants to hear, and the composers he influenced gave us the embarrassing experimentalism associated with 20th century art music: four minutes of silence marketed as a song, a string quartet performed in four helicopters, et cetera.

Before the late 19th century, composers were under less pressure to justify their work with ideas. This is not to say that pre-romantic composers were devoid of philosophical opinions; some, like Monteverdi, had plenty. But in general, more context was assumed about what we are doing and why we are doing it. Beethoven certainly didn’t have to publish an “artist statement” each time a work of his was premiered. His music existed in the context of a common musical language. This language may be a cultural artifact, but it was always grounded in general features of human perception as they relate to the physics of the overtone series. The language has a grammar, but the grammar is not arbitrary. It developed organically, over many years, as composers learned that certain combinations of frequencies felt consonant, while others felt dissonant. Compound quadruple rhythms evoked the gallop of the hunt, while waltz time made you want to shake that ass. These observations were codified in theory, giving composers tools to write music that could evoke a variety of moods, and more broadly, just sounded good. The musical developments of the enlightenment mirrored the progress of the natural sciences; theoretical constructs like the circle of fifths were not mere inventions: they were discoveries about the relationship between physics and perception.

Contrast this grammar with Arnold Schoenberg’s “Method of Composing with Twelve Tones Which are Related Only with One Another,” a compositional tool the composer developed in the 1920s. In twelve tone serialism, you begin with the same twelve tone equal temperament chromatic scale employed by everyone else. From this scale you create a “prime tone row” – an ordering of the twelve notes in which each note appears exactly once. Then you define the “retrograde,” which is the prime row played backwards; the “inversion”, which is the prime row with the intervals inverted; and the “retrograde inversion” – you get the idea. So now we have four sequences. Each can be transposed to all twelve keys, yielding 48 sequences. These sequences, rather than chord progressions or melodic motifs, form the building blocks of a piece. Harmony is an emergent property of overlapping tone rows, rather than the foundation on which we build.

The goal of twelve tone serialism is to prevent any one note from exercising too much gravity, doing away with the hierarchical structure that underpins tonal harmony. In the absence of any formal constraints, attempts to compose a song that is not in any particular key might, by accident, privilege one note over another, giving rise to classic harmonic structure. The twelve tone technique is a particularly stringent constraint designed to prevent this. (Its stringency cannot be overstated; Schoenberg himself writes that “nothing is given by this method; but much is taken away.”) It succeeds wildly at its goal, at the expense of a whole host of other aesthetic virtues. It received considerable criticism; in the words of Glenn Gould (who incidentally considered Schoenberg to be the greatest composer of the 20th century), detractors thought it was “a childish bit of mathematics.”

To many, there is a clear problem here: instead of theory serving music, music is serving theory. The natural theory that was grounded in musical practice has been replaced by an arbitrary theory which is unconstrained by the psychology of perception – and the result is music that nobody likes. This, it is argued, is why contemporary classical music is relatively marginal. That’s the standard critique of 20th century art music. I didn’t come up with it, versions of it have been articulated by Roger Scrutton, Fred Lerdahl, and basically anyone who has heard a piece of non-Russian classical music that was written in the past hundred years.

It would be a mistake to downplay the role that technology played in the declining popularity of art music. The advent of recording technology made it impossible for Bach to compete with the Beatles – the western art music establishment had been dealt a bad hand; it was basically inevitable that the 20th century would belong to pop music. But nonetheless, the establishment could have played that hand a little better. The only thing more incredible than the decline from a situation where composers like Handel and Verdi were national celebrities – whose appeal transcended social class, whose music was loved by all – to a situation where the average person couldn’t name a single living composer of western art music if you put a gun to their head, is the fact that members of the art music establishment are appalled by the suggestion that something might have gone wrong. If you go to the music theory subreddit and say that it was mistake for the establishment to invest all its remaining political capital in the Helicopter String Quartet guy, you will be met with a combination of sneering, bemusement, and worst of all, a language game where you’re accused of failing to understand the tonal/atonal distinction.

In short, I think there is some truth to the standard critique. But I also think that this is not the only lens through which to understand Schoenberg.

II.

At the close of the nineteenth century, a largely self-taught Schoenberg composed romantic music in the tradition of Brahms and Wagner. His work in this period was innovative, and some elements hinted at the more radical direction he would take in the next century. But it conformed, in large measure, to the conventional aesthetic standards of western art music, and is legible to your average listener. Schoenberg himself articulated these aesthetic standards better than anyone else. His writings on music theory – Fundamentals of Composition, Theory of Harmony and Structural Foundations of Harmony – are considered classics. They are not about radical 20th century music. They consist of deep analysis of the common practice period, drawing their examples primarily from Beethoven’s piano sonatas and Bach’s keyboard music.

Schoenberg was acutely aware of his position in history, and saw himself as existing in a progression toward increasing tolerance of dissonance. Of the period, he writes:

The ear had gradually become acquainted with a great number of dissonances, and so had lost the fear of their "sense-interrupting" effect. One no longer expected preparations of Wagner's dissonances or resolutions of Strauss' discords; one was not disturbed by Debussy's non-functional harmonies, or by the harsh counterpoint of later composers. This state of affairs led to a freer use of dissonances comparable to classic composers' treatment of diminished seventh chords, which could precede and follow any other harmony, consonant or dissonant, as if there were no dissonance at all.

Wagner, in particular, introduced a harmonic idiom which was radical in its dissonance. At the time, reception was mixed. A large segment of his audience couldn’t speak Wagner’s language. But by the early 20th century, as audiences were exposed to similar ideas through Mahler, Strauss, and others, the new sound started to click with most listeners. Wagner’s dissonance was not an arbitrary invention, it was a deep discovery. Today, anybody who has watched films from the golden age of Hollywood understands Wagner’s vocabulary.

In 1865, Wagner could hear things that his audience couldn’t – of course he could; he was a complete genius. It’s plausible that Schoenberg, also a genius, could hear things in 1909 that his audience could not. This was the year he composed his first atonal keyboard work: Drei Klavierstücke ("Three Piano Pieces"), Op. 11. This predates his twelve tone technique by a decade – the “childish bit of mathematics” came after, not before, musical practice. Some passages from Schoenberg’s letters from 1909 suggest that Schoenberg’s early atonal work was the result of following musical intuition:

I strive for: complete liberation from all forms / from all symbols of cohesion and of logic. …It should be an expression of feeling, as our feelings, which bring us in contact with our subconscious, really are, and no false child of feelings and "conscious logic."

Blogger Mechanics of Aesthetics, who has proposed that “beauty is the reward for successful predictive processing at the edge of our capability,” argues that Schoenberg’s experiments in atonality are an example of the kind of patterns that live at the edge of the capability of a complete genius:

It is not random that it was Arnold Schoenberg, a master of tonal music, who wanted to break free of the chains of tonal music. It probably all had become too predictable for him, due to his mastery of tonal music.

I think there is something to this, though we shouldn’t take it too far. When listeners hear serialist music – even musicians trained in this tradition – they don’t hear tone rows in the same way that listeners hear melodies and chord progressions in tonal music.

So now we have two pictures of Schoenberg emerging: one of a philosopher working out abstract ideas, another of an aesthete following intuition. Musicologists are still fighting about which Schoenberg wrote the Drei Klavierstücke, and both sides are able to find quotes – and notes – that support their case. The former is an easier case to make, but maybe there is some truth to both. Schoenberg was unquestionably obsessed with developing an idea: “An idea is born; it must be molded, formulated, developed, elaborated, carried through and pursued to its very end.” But to Schoenberg, an idea is something concrete, like a melody: “an idea is not always the product of brain-work. Ideas may invade the mind as unprovoked and perhaps even as undesired as a musical sound reaches the ear or an odor the nose.”

I have somewhat conservative aesthetic leanings. I hate installations, and the term “sound art” evokes in me a visceral negative reaction. I enjoy Schoenberg’s romantic work, but I am cynical about “difficult” 20th century music, and for that reason, I never made a serious, sustained effort to listen to any of Schoenberg’s atonal work. But I found the second picture of Schoenberg somewhat plausible; enough, at any rate, to follow the standard steps for “getting into atonal Schoenberg”: select a canonical work, and listen to it. Over, and over, and over again. I went with Glenn Gould’s recording.

III.

The first of the Drei Klavierstücke has received the most attention as a potentially tonal piece. It has been given three tonal analyses by three different theorists. Since each of these theorists came to a totally different conclusion about what key the piece is in, I think we’re safe to say it is properly atonal.

The piece opens with a descending melodic line. This forms the main motives of the piece, and they are repeated, inverted, stretched, and reused throughout. The descending melody is met with moody chords in the bass that move upward, completing the first thought. In the next section, the bass plays an ascending chromatic line, while the right hand varies the motives introduced in the first section. A third section mirrors the first. This concludes the first eleven bars, and the ideas introduced here are explored throughout the rest of the piece.

This review is not a serious technical analysis of the work. I’m completely unqualified to do that, and if you want one, there are accessible analyses on YouTube (which is a better medium for this sort of thing) and bare-knuckled mathematical analyses in textbooks. But from my perspective as an amateur, there are two things about no. 1 that have stayed with me.

The first is the observation that this music does become increasingly legible through repeated listens. By the time I sat down at the piano to work out my favourite parts of no. 1 – the rich chords of the opening, the ascending chromatic line that seems to evaporate – my mistakes were no less jarring than they would be if I had been playing tonal music. Sections of the piece that annoyed me on my early listens – particularly the intense, dissonant flurries – became playful once I knew when to expect them.

The second observation is that what makes this piece work is balance. Motives respond to one another, support one another, reinforce one another. When you play a wrong note in this piece, the resultant jarring sensation is not just about subverted expectation, but a sense of being off-kilter.

The second klavierstück is, to me, the most accessible, for two reasons. The first is that for much of the piece, the bass plays an ostinato that alternates between F and D, which, though the piece doesn’t employ functional harmony, creates a sort of tonal center at D, and a vague sense that we’re in D minor. Over top of this ostinato, the right hand explores various themes: sometimes melodic, sometimes chordal; sometimes harsh and other times pretty.

It’s worth recalling exactly what Schoenberg gave up when he started composing music this way. Today, we have this idea that a song is in a key – let’s say C major – and the C major triad serves as a sort of home base. The song will move to other chords that are related to the C major triad by virtue of sharing notes with it. This way of thinking about – and feeling – music is so natural that it’s hard to grasp that it wasn’t always there. But it’s really only a few hundred years old. There are other musical forms, which have a tonal center, but don’t stray from it. A lot of sacred music that predates the common practice period is like this. This may be a naive way of listening to Schoenberg, but rather than an evolution beyond tonality, I hear in no. 2 a timeless sound that existed before and after the advent of functional harmony, one that you hear in both the organum of the middle ages, and in the groove-based music of the late 20th century. If nothing else, listening this way helps form a bridge between Schoenberg’s world and my own.

The second reason the piece is more accessible is that it contains more repetition than the others. Part of what makes Schoenberg difficult is not just dissonance, but a lack of obvious structure. In no. 2, the different sections are more legible. The middle section of the piece is much more difficult, but it culminates in a passage whose intensity is intelligible to any listener.

The third of Schoenberg’s Drei Klavierstücke is where, at least for now, Schoenberg leaves me behind. It is the shortest of the three pieces. It is intense, dissonant, extreme. Any vestiges of tonality hanging around in no. 1 and no. 2 are gone. I can recall passages from no. 1 and no. 2 in my head; I struggle to do this with no. 3. To properly hear this piece, I would need to spend more time listening to it, I would need to go through more analyses. The best thing I could do is sit down at the piano with the score and attempt, within my limited ability, to learn parts of it. I think there would probably be some reward for this.

IV.

The people championing Karlheinz Stockhausen, Pierre Boulez, and Elliot Carter are some of the same people who championed Schoenberg and Wagner. They can play songs that you and I cannot, they can read scores that you and I cannot, and most importantly, they can hear things that you and I cannot. Most of us will never be great musicians, but if we apply ourselves, we can hear things that exist beyond the ears we have today.

Does this mean that what I’ve just derided as a century of embarrassing experimentalism is, in fact, a trove of beautiful secrets that will reveal themselves to the faithful? No, but it means we have to deal with the following problem: if some great art is genuinely demanding, and some shallow art is ostensibly demanding, how do you tell, while you’re in the process of struggling to understand a work, which one it is?

“Trust the experts” is inadequate; in the first place, because there is considerable disagreement amongst the experts, and in the second, because while there are plausible apriori arguments as to why something like mid-period Schoenberg may eventually reward patient listeners, it’s harder to make those arguments for something like Stockhausen. We can question how much effort should be necessary to truly hear a song. We can hold that accessibility is an aesthetic virtue. But all of these arguments – which ought to form a core part of our philosophy of art – must take seriously the fact that we are always growing, that others have heard things we have not, and that understanding is often the reward for undergoing a trial.




“As Little as Possible”: Slave Morality in Chinatown and Spec Ops: The Line

I’d heard of the Nietzschean concept of master vs. slave morality on numerous occasions over the years, but without having read any Nietzsche, I’d never quite understood what it entailed. That changed when I read Scott’s post Matt Yglesias Considered As The Nietzschean Superman from last year, in which he offered a succinct definition of the concept. As near as I understand it, it boils down to:


master morality means morally judging people positively on the basis of the good or impressive things they have accomplished; slave morality means avoiding positive moral judgment, and instead judging people on the extent to which they’ve avoided taking harmful actions.



This definition neatly explains the naming convention: to accomplish anything good or impressive, one must possess some degree of power i.e. be a master; but if we’re judging people only on how many bad actions they’ve avoided undertaking, then even an impotent slave who never does anything (good or bad) in his entire life can be considered morally pure.

What really drove the distinction home for me was when Scott quoted an article by Ozy Brennan, who observed that, if you’re a neurotic person whose orienting principles are things like “I don’t want to hurt anyone”, “I don’t want to fail”, “I don’t want to offend anybody” – you are therefore optimising for being a dead person, because a dead person will accomplish all of these goals far better than you could ever hope to, and without expending a modicum of effort. Brennan instead proposes replacing these negative goals (in the sense of “things you want to avoid doing”) with positive ones (in the sense of “things you want to do”), such as “I want to be a good parent to my kids”, “I want to help people”, “I want to get a raise” and so on. It’s strange to think of someone born in a vegetative state who never undertakes actions of any kind before dying without having done anything good or bad being morally superior to an ordinary person who does their best but inevitably makes some mistakes along the way: but taken to its logical conclusion, that’s exactly what slave morality implies.

Once I’d grasped the concept, a bunch of disparate trends in modern politics and culture (from environmentalism and effective altruism, to medicine and social services) snapped into focus, and I now feel like I have a much fuller comprehension of the animating principle undergirding all of them. In particular, I was very taken aback to realise that, even though I fully recognise how toxic and destructive slave morality can be if followed to its logical conclusions, two of my favourite artistic works in two different media can be interpreted as prolonged arguments in favour of slave morality over master morality.[1]

Chinatown
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Chinatown is a film which I doubt requires much introduction. Directed by Roman Polanski, written by Robert Towne (for which he won the film’s sole Oscar) and starring Jack Nicholson, John Huston and Faye Dunaway, it’s a film in which every member of the creative team is at the top of their respective games, and perhaps the only “neo-noir” film which can hold a candle to the best works of the genre’s classic era (e.g. The Third Man, The Big Sleep). The film passed its fiftieth anniversary last year, and remains just as twisty, immersive and engaging as it was upon release. Unfortunately, it’s also a film which has become a go-to example of “separating the art from the artist”, for which any praise must be heavily qualified and prefaced by acknowledging that, whatever its artistic merits, the film’s director later committed an unspeakably heinous crime for which he faced minimal repercussions, legal or otherwise.

With that out of the way, a synopsis. In Los Angeles in the 1930s, Jake Gittes is a private detective and former police officer who specialises in matrimonial work (i.e. investigating his clients’ spouses for possible infidelity). A woman named Evelyn hires him to spy on her husband Hollis Mulwray, chief engineer for the city’s water department. While surveilling him, Gittes learns that Mulwray is vetoing a new proposed dam for safety reasons, and was witnessed having a loud public argument with a man named Noah Cross. Gittes surreptitiously takes a photo of Hollis embracing a young woman, and the photo is leaked to the media, embarrassing him. A woman he does not recognise confronts Gittes in his office, and explains that she is the real Evelyn Mulwray: the other woman was a prostitute hired to impersonate her. Shortly thereafter, the police uncover Mulwray’s drowned corpse in a reservoir, and Evelyn hires Gittes to investigate his death.

In the course of his investigation, Gittes is warned off by two thugs from the water department. Gittes learns that Hollis once owned the water supply privately, along with his father-in-law Noah Cross (Evelyn’s father), but Hollis subsequently decided that the water ought to belong to the public, contrary to Cross’s wishes. Gittes meets with Cross, who informs him that the young woman Gittes photographed with Hollis has gone missing, and offers to double the fee Evelyn has offered him if Gittes manages to track the young woman down. Gittes gradually uncovers a plot to buy up huge tracts of land in the Northwest Valley under assumed names, by sabotaging the existing landowners’ farms and forcing them to sell their land for a fraction of its value. He suspects that Hollis was murdered when he uncovered the plot. After escaping some thugs sent to kill them, Gittes and Evelyn return to Evelyn’s house, where they have sex. Evelyn answers the phone in the middle of the night and leaves the house; Gittes discreetly follows her to her butler’s home, where he witnesses her with the young woman he photographed with Hollis, apparently forcing her to take tranquillisers. When Evelyn emerges from the house, Gittes accuses her of holding the woman hostage, which Evelyn denies, insisting that the woman is her own sister, Katherine, and that she is holding her there for her own protection. Gittes subsequently learns that, owing to the presence of saltwater in his lungs, Hollis could not have drowned in the reservoir: he must have been drowned elsewhere, and his corpse moved. Returning to Evelyn’s home, he finds a pair of glasses in the saltwater pond in her garden, and infers that Hollis was drowned in the pond and his body subsequently dumped in the reservoir. He drives to Evelyn’s butler’s home, notifies the police of the address, then accuses her of drowning Hollis in the pond and withholding information from Gittes. Evelyn confesses that Katherine is both her sister and her daughter: her father, Noah Cross, raped her when she was fifteen. She also tells him the glasses he found in the pond are not Hollis’s. Gittes realises that Cross must have drowned Hollis in the pond, and during the struggle his glasses must have fallen in.

Gittes arranges for Evelyn and Katherine to flee to Mexico by car, then escapes from the police and summons Cross to Evelyn’s house. Cross reveals that his plan is to incorporate the Northwest Valley into the city, then irrigate it using water from the reservoirs. Gittes accuses him of murdering Hollis, but Cross retrieves the glasses from him by having one of his thugs hold him at gunpoint. Gittes is forced to drive Cross to his agreed rendezvous point with Evelyn in Chinatown. Unfortunately, the police are waiting and detain Gittes by handcuffing him to a car. Desperate to escape, Evelyn shoots Cross in the arm, hurriedly bundles Katherine into a car and drives away. The police open fire, fatally striking Evelyn in the head. Cross clutches Katherine and leads her away, and the police order a traumatised, practically catatonic Gittes to be released.

Polanski and Towne’s intentions with Chinatown were many and various: for one, subverting the noir genre by using its established tropes to mislead the audience. For example, on a first viewing, the viewer will probably assume (as Gittes does) that Evelyn is a sinister femme fatale like Phyllis Dietrichson in Double Indemnity, when in fact she is likely the most sympathetic and morally upstanding character in the entire film. For his part, Polanski thought that, using the new creative freedom afforded to he and Towne by the repeal of the Hays Code, an unambiguously tragic ending was the only way the film could transcend its fate as a superficial noir pastiche.[2]

But where does the slave morality enter into it? The key to understanding film’s worldview, in my opinion, comes in the scene after Gittes and Evelyn return to Evelyn’s home after escaping from the thugs, and Evelyn asks him the last time he found himself in a comparably dangerous situation:


Jake: In Chinatown.

Evelyn: What were you doing there?

Jake: Working for the district attorney.

Evelyn: Doing what?

Jake: As little as possible.

Evelyn: The district attorney gives his men advice like that?

Jake: They do in Chinatown.

[some time later]

Evelyn: Why does it bother you to talk about it?

Jake: It bothers everybody who works there… for me it was just bad luck.

Evelyn: Why?

Jake: You can’t always tell what’s going on.

Evelyn: Why was it bad luck?

Jake: I was trying to keep someone from being hurt, and I ended up making sure that she was hurt.



The entire exchange, naturally, foreshadows the film’s ending. “As little as possible” are also Gittes’s last words in the film, as he stares at Evelyn’s bullet-riddled corpse and reflects on how, once again, his thoughtless blundering into a situation beyond his understanding has resulted in harm coming to a woman he cared for. Screenwriter Robert Towne based the line on a conversation he’d had with a Hungarian vice cop who had worked in Los Angeles’s Chinatown. Dealing with a confusing mélange of rival gangs speaking in varying dialects, the police officer came to the conclusion that the “police were better off in Chinatown doing nothing, because you could never tell what went on there”, and the police had no way of knowing whether their interventions were helping the victims of crime in the area, or furthering their exploitation. The film’s profound cynicism about the ability of law enforcement to rectify societal ills is made particularly explicit in an earlier draft of the screenplay, which features a line ultimately cut from the film. In the film’s opening scene, Gittes is presenting an unrelated client named Curly with evidence of his wife’s infidelity. A distraught Curly announces that he’d like to murder his wife, but Gittes dissuades him, noting that “you gotta be rich to kill somebody, anybody and get away with it” – and “rich” Curly certainly is not. Towne later admitted that he regretted removing the exchange, arguing that it foreshadowed the entire movie.

The worldview presented by Chinatown is one in which the strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must. Any efforts taken by the powerless to remedy or ameliorate this state of affairs is doomed to failure, as they will find their actions ultimately in unwitting furtherance of the nefarious goals of the wealthy and powerful. In such a situation, one’s best bet is simply to do “as little as possible”, hoping that, by so doing, you can at least take solace in the knowledge that you did not exacerbate an already bad situation. It is, in effect, a film about a private investigator, in which the act of investigating causes nothing but destruction and ruin. Lest you think I’m exaggerating, Towne expounded on his intentions for the film in a 1988 interview with NPR:


Chinatown itself, I guess, is a sort of metaphor for the futility of good intentions [emphasis mine]. You simply – individual actions don’t necessarily matter even though we’d like them to, even though we’d all like to be like Rambo and think we could singlehandedly [sic] win a war that we lost. And Chinatown suggests that a good man or a man who is not necessarily good all the time but would like to do something decent has his hands full when he tries to disentangle the Gordian knot that is really the kind of thing that most of us have to disentangle if we’re going to do anything decent.

And most of us – ever since we’ve seen popular entertainments like James Bond, where he’s licensed to kill, have always felt that, yes, we’ve kind of worshiped the job. It’s a dirty job, but somebody’s got to do it. We got to get those – you know, we’ve got to destroy the city in order to save it. We’ve got to win at all costs. And I think that you have to reach a point where you say, do I have to win at all costs? Is it – am I going to be saving more than I’m destroying? [emphasis mine]



Now, I’m sure there is not a man alive who would dispute that “be mindful that your well-intended actions may backfire or carry negative consequences you did not intend” is fundamentally sensible advice. Likewise, the assertion that “the wealthy and powerful sometimes commit heinous crimes with impunity and get away scot-free, while a poor person who did the same thing would feel the strong arm of the law” – everyone, at every point on the political spectrum, would surely agree that this is true at least some of the time (hell, the film’s director is a living example thereof).

But with his talk of the “futility of good intentions”, it is my opinion that Towne carries these observations far beyond their logical extremes and ends up in an ugly, fatalistic (or perhaps quietist) destination. It is one thing to assert that our actions can sometimes inadvertently bring about consequences we didn’t want, and that powerful, evil people may stand to benefit from these consequences: it is quite another to assert that, therefore, one should only do the bare minimum, and that doing any more than that is more or less guaranteed to make a bad situation even worse. This neatly ties in with Ozy Brennan’s explanation of what slave morality really entails: doing “as little as possible” is an activity that corpses notably excel at.

Freddie deBoer describes this attitude as political Calvinism. In the Calvinist branch of the Protestant faith, a certain number of individuals called the “elect” are predestined to go to Heaven after they die, while others are condemned to Hell. Because their respective identities are predetermined at the outset, no decisions anyone makes in his lifetime will have the slightest bearing on his ultimate destination in the afterlife. It doesn’t matter what you do: your fate has already been set. deBoer was writing this in the summer of 2020 in the context of the then-ascendant Ta-Nehisi Coates/Ibram X. Kendi school of antiracism, which routinely makes assertions to the effect that “the United States (and, by extension, the West) is irreparably stained by the sin of white supremacy, and nothing we do will ever make the slightest difference to changing that basic fact”. This certainly sounds like a radical statement, as does Chinatown’s implied message of “we are impotent in the face of the rapacious whims of the wealthy and powerful: the best we can hope for is not to inadvertently aid and abet their dastardly schemes”.

But in reality, both statements are conservative and passive to their core. To be a progressive presupposes that progress is possible. But if progress is impossible, then there’s no good reason to be politically engaged or even to try to make a positive change in your immediate local environment. You can rot in your bed scrolling on Instagram all day long and end up no worse, morally, than someone who devotes every waking minute and every spare cent to trying to help the less fortunate. Sufficiently advanced cynicism, then, is indistinguishable from complacency.

Perhaps Chinatown might benefit from being read backwards, or considered in light of its presumed intended audience. At the time of the film’s production and release, the horrific unintended consequences of ostensibly well-intended intervention was a topic on the minds of every remotely politically engaged American. Maybe Towne intended the film as a much-needed corrective to the then-widespread (I assume) idea that good intentions, in and of themselves, are sufficient to bring about positive change: a wake-up call to busybodies who meddle in other people’s affairs, to the direct detriment of their intended benefactors. But just as there are many pathologically selfish people who might read Atlas Shrugged and come away from it thinking that it vindicates their lifestyle choices, there might equally be many pathologically passive, inert individuals who watch Chinatown and feel reassured that they have made the right choice not to even attempt to help those around them.

But I must confess: Towne’s comment about the “futility of good intentions” inclines me to believe he intended the film’s message as a universal one, rather than contingent. I can’t help but wonder which came first: the realisation that intervention carries unintended consequences, followed by the decision to hence remain passive and disengaged – or vice versa? Perhaps movies like Chinatown are what happens when you wake up in a swanky mansion, but are still acutely, uncomfortably aware of how much suffering there is in the world – but you feel no especial urge to devote any time or effort to attempting to ameliorate this state of affairs, particularly not if doing so would prove disruptive to the lifestyle to which you’ve become accustomed. As always when one finds oneself afflicted with cognitive dissonance, one has a choice to either change one’s mind or change one’s behaviour. But changing one’s behaviour (in this case, becoming more politically engaged, helping the less fortunate, actively trying to improve the world) is difficult and costly: it’s far cheaper to concoct elaborate psychological defense mechanisms with which to rationalise your decision to be politically disengaged and passive. Slave morality steps in to fill the gap: “if you intervened, you would only make a bad situation worse: ergo, your decision to do nothing is the best choice available, and therefore, you are morally superior to those who tried to help”.[3] Or as The Last Psychiatrist[4] might put it: it’s extremely easy to continue practising the same destructive behaviours you always have, while ostentatiously announcing how much doing so makes you hate yourself – far more difficult to actually change your behaviour. I discern some of the same performative woe-is-me bluster in the attitude implicitly endorsed by Towne: “I’d really like to make the world a better place, honestly I would – but I know that if I tried to do so I’d just make matters worse, a fact that pains me to my very core, no joke. But nothing I can do can change this state of affairs one iota – better just put my feet up and watch TV.”

Perhaps what I find so contemptible in this worldview is how nakedly self-serving it is. Much as with Orwell’s observation that “those who ‘abjure’ violence can only do so because others are committing violence on their behalf”, passivity and inertia are only possible in a world in which some people actually do take action. Towne spoke to his vice cop from Hungary, who spoke eloquently about how police ought to only do the bare minimum lest they exacerbate a bad situation, and thought it such a penetrating insight into the human condition that it was worth constructing an entire film around. But if someone had assaulted Towne and he called the police to report the crime, I can’t imagine he’d have been too impressed if the detective handling his case shrugged his shoulders and announced that investigating the crime was pointless: after all, wasn’t there every chance that the act of so doing might carry negative unintended consequences for Towne himself down the line? Passivity and inaction for me, not for thee.
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Source__.

Cognitive dissonance of this sort is a major theme of the second work I’ll be analysing, to the point that the term is explicitly defined therein.
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Loading screen from Spec Ops: The Line.

Spec Ops: The Line
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Spec Ops: The Line is a 2012 third-person shooter video game from the German development studio Yager Development, with Cory Davis serving as lead designer and the narrative designed by Walt Williams and Richard Pearsey. The game was marketed as a modern military shooter in the vein of contemporary commercial heavyweights like Call of Duty or Battlefield, in which the player typically controls an American soldier sent to fight in a Middle Eastern conflict. Inherent to the subgenre is an implicitly positive attitude towards American military intervention, in which the complexities and moral ambiguities of real warfare tend to be minimised or overlooked in favour of a binary black-and-white Manichaeism: the player goes in, kills all the bad guys and saves the day.[5]

Spec Ops: The Line’s inciting incident is a massive sandstorm in the UAE which destroys much of Dubai, killing millions. John Konrad [6], an American colonel stationed in Afghanistan, volunteers to lead his battalion (the so-called “Damned 33rd”) into Dubai to assist in rescue and evacuation orders, where they remain even after being ordered to withdraw by top military brass. Struggling to maintain law and order, the increasingly desperate 33rd imposes martial law on the city and commits atrocities as part of its efforts to keep the peace, while Konrad makes plans to lead a caravan of survivors out of the city. Owing to the extreme weather conditions, all communication with the Damned 33rd is lost, until six months later, the American military picks up a distress call, in which Konrad describes the attempted evacuation of the city as a “complete failure”.

The player controls Cpt. Martin Walker, a Delta Force operator who is sent into Dubai (along with two team members, Lt. Adams and Staff Sgt. Lugo) to investigate the distress beacon. Shortly after arriving, the Delta Force squad is ambushed by a group of Emirati insurgents, whom it engages in combat. Venturing further into the city in direct contravention of his orders, Walker learns that the 33rd battalion is seemingly being led by the “Radioman”, an embedded American journalist who barks orders at them via a citywide PA system; while the insurgents, for their part, are taking marching orders from a group of CIA agents, of whose presence Delta was thitherto unaware. Delta are mistaken for CIA agents by soldiers of the 33rd, and are forced to kill them in self-defense. Shortly afterwards, Delta stumbles across an abandoned hotel, in which soldiers of the 33rd are rounding up women and children. Surmising that they intend to massacre the civilians, Delta intervenes to stop the 33rd, but some of the soldiers manage to escape with over forty women and children in tow.

Walker insists to his men that, even if the 33rd has apparently gone rogue, Col. Konrad himself must not be involved. As evidence of Konrad’s honourable character, Walker cites his personal experience of serving under him in Afghanistan, during which time Konrad saved Walker’s life. Believing that the CIA will be able to lead them to Konrad and thereby de-escalate the conflict, Delta battles its way through platoons of 33rd soldiers in pursuit of an agent named Gould. Gould is killed by the 33rd, but Delta learns that his mission involved a building called the Gate. Making their way to the Gate, Delta finds its way impeded by an entire company of 33rd soldiers, far too many to be defeated with small arms fire alone. Despite Lugo’s protestations, Walker decides to deploy a white phosphorus mortar on the company, which inflicts horrific chemical burns on those afflicted by it. After defeating the company, Walker and his men make a gruesome discovery at the rear of the encampment: by using the mortar, they have accidentally killed the forty-seven Emirati women and children the 33rd led from the abandoned hotel, whom the 33rd had rounded up specifically to prevent them from getting caught in the crossfire. Inside the Gate, Walker finds the corpses of Col. Konrad’s command team, whom Konrad had had executed; and a portable radio, through which Konrad speaks with him, taunting him for his naïveté and errors in judgement. Walker infers that it has been Konrad who has been leading the rogue 33rd all along, and that the Radioman is merely his lackey.

Shortly thereafter, Delta rescues a CIA agent named Jeff Riggs from an assault by the 33rd. Riggs explains that his goal is to secure the trucks the 33rd use to distribute water to civilians in Dubai – if the CIA succeeds, they will cripple the 33rd’s control over the city. Walker and his squad assist him and succeed in commandeering the trucks, but almost immediately afterwards, Riggs intentionally crashes and destroys them. Trapped underneath one of the trucks, Riggs explains his reasoning to Walker: were the Arab nations ever to learn of the atrocities Konrad and the 33rd had committed as part of their efforts to maintain law and order in Dubai, they would wage war against the US in retribution. By destroying the trucks, Riggs has condemned the survivors to a slow death by dehydration, thereby preventing the truth about Dubai from getting out.

Suffering from PTSD-induced hallucinations and growing increasingly aggressive, erratic and impulsive, Walker decides that his only hope is to evacuate Dubai of its few remaining survivors, a goal Konrad assures him is an impossibility. To that end, Delta locates the tower from which the Radioman is broadcasting. When the squad confronts an unarmed Radioman, Lugo abruptly shoots him dead, after which Walker broadcasts a message to the whole city through the PA system, in which he vows revenge on the 33rd. Commandeering a helicopter, Walker uses its mounted minigun to destroy the entire upper floor of the tower, including all of its PA equipment. Delta attempts to escape from the 33rd helicopters in pursuit, but their helicopter crashes in the desert and Walker is separated from Adams and Lugo. Walker locates Adams, but arrives too late to save Lugo from a lynch mob of furious Emiratis, whom the player has the option of massacring in retribution.

Walker decides the only goal worth pursuing is to kill Konrad, and leads Adams to the Burj al-Arab, which the 33rd is using as its headquarters. Slaughtering what few 33rd soldiers remain, Walker abandons Adams and ascends to the tower’s penthouse alone, whereupon he makes a horrendous discovery: Konrad had committed suicide days prior to Delta’s arrival in Dubai. Since accidentally killing the civilians outside the Gate, the guilt has driven the already unstable Walker into a dissociative episode, and the Konrad taunting him over the radio was in fact a hallucination. The hallucinatory Konrad (Walker’s own conscience, in effect) condemns Walker for having brought nothing but death and destruction to Dubai in his misguided pursuit of heroism, asserting that all of it could have been avoided had Walker simply followed his orders and not intervened in the conflict at all. Finally, Konrad presents the player with a choice: they can either shoot the hallucinatory Konrad (implicitly pinning the blame for the events of the game on him); or have Walker follow the real Konrad’s example, and shoot himself in the head.

The genesis of the game is an interesting one. Spec Ops was an existing shooter franchise in the late 1990s and early 2000s, which had lain dormant since its last entry in 2002. The publisher, 2K Games, was keen to revitalise the franchise, and hired Yager to develop a reboot, instructing them to modernise the franchise by taking pointers from the modern military shooter genre. Over the course of several years of development, the dev team gradually grew increasingly disgusted and disillusioned with themselves and their target demographic, unable to deny the cynicism inherent to creating a video game in which gunning down endless waves of human beings is presented as sanitised light entertainment. But rather than simply grinning and bearing it, they decided to incorporate these feelings of disgust and self-loathing into the game’s design, presenting a narrative which would deconstruct the modern military genre, and challenge the players to consider why they play games like this in the first place.

Much as in Chinatown, Spec Ops presents a story in which disaster follows the protagonist’s well-meaning but misguided decision to intervene in a situation he does not fully understand: a tragedy about the “futility of good intentions”. (At one point in his closing rant, the hallucinatory Konrad asserts to Walker that “None of this would have happened if you’d just stopped”; he might as well have said: “None of this would have happened if you’d just done as little as possible”.) As such, Spec Ops is just as much a paean to heroic inaction as Chinatown was – even more so, as Walker’s actions result in thousands of deaths, many hundreds of them directly by his own hand. In a game featuring multiple endings (each bleaker than the one preceding it), the developers have explicitly stated that they consider the “happiest” ending the one in which the player elects to put down the controller and stop playing the game without seeing it through to the end. Much as Chinatown is a private investigator film in which investigation leads to tragedy, Spec Ops is a video game in which, to quote WarGames, “the only winning move is not to play”. (Once again, per Ozy, not playing a video game is something that even a corpse can do perfectly well, and it’s no coincidence that two of the game’s four endings depict Walker dying, one of them by his own hand.)

As a self-reflexive (one might even say masturbatory) “game about games” in the vein of Metal Gear Solid 2 or BioShock, Spec Ops: The Line is close to unimpeachable. It is inarguably true that the modern military shooter genre encodes various hidden assumptions into its game mechanics, assumptions which are all the more queasy and disquieting for going unexamined; that games about war habitually gloss over many of the complexities and difficult decisions inherent to real-life conflicts (like war crimes and civilian collateral damage); that even the combatants who survive real-life conflicts are often left horrifically scarred by their experiences, unlike the wisecracking, perpetually unfazed badasses which populate even the video games purporting to be realistic (at least as far as their graphics and physics engines go). These points are forcefully made and well-taken.

It’s when the game moves away from analysing video games themselves and towards making critical arguments about real-world American military intervention that it veers onto much shakier ground.[7] Shortly after playing the game the year after its release, my initial thoughts about it were heavily inspired by Chris “Campster” Franklin’s video essay about it:


As formal systems, computer games often have problems with ambiguity. Most games (not all, but most) have win states… The problem with win states is that they contextualise play in such a way that anything that pushes you towards the win state is good, while anything that pushes you away from this win state is bad. For example, from a ludic perspective, shooting the guys that are blocking your path forward in Call of Duty is an absolute good: it gets them out of the way so that you can safely traverse the map in order to reach the end, which is the level’s win state. Without any other mechanic suggesting something to the contrary, or a narrative recontextualization of those mechanics, the game’s rhetorical position is that shooting these men is an unequivocally good thing… By and large, game stories reflect the black-and-white nature of the gameplay, and assure you that you’re on one side or the other of a binary morality – usually the good side. This sort of reductionist moral philosophy is OK for family-oriented games, like Mario… But it’s extremely dangerous in the context of modern military shooters, because so much of the rest of the setting has a high level of fidelity to real-life.

Pairing these gameplay and narrative aesthetics that reinforce a binary morality with the visual and audio imagery of real-world military actions promotes the idea that these actions are either objectively good or evil. It propagandises the glory of [the United States’s] own military actions, while villainizing those of others. It argues against a more complete and complex understanding of events, where both parties involved may be in some way at fault. It boils complex political situations and historical conflicts down to “which one were the good guys again?” … Western powers being shown as an absolute good crushing the evil Arab or Russian or Asian enemies boils complicated geopolitics down to an oversimplified fairy tale that's disingenuous rah-rah nationalism at best, and destructive to meaningful discourse at worst.



When it comes to moral complexity and ambiguity, the mere presence of characters with sincerely good intentions who take actions which backfire horribly places Spec Ops: The Line head and shoulders above its brethren in the shooter genre, overwhelmingly populated as it is by one-dimensional lantern-jawed heroes and moustache-twirling villains. And yet for all that, it strikes me that many of Franklin’s points about the deficiencies of the modern military shooter genre apply just as much to Spec Ops: The Line, but in the opposite direction. While every action the protagonist in a conventional shooter takes brings him one step closer to saving the day, Spec Ops stacks the deck such that every single action Walker takes makes the situation even worse: at no point in the game does Walker ever do something intended to benefit another person, and actually succeed in improving their lot. As such, the game has effectively supplanted one set of contrivedly black-and-white game mechanics with another: a set of mechanics in which doing “as little as possible” (indeed, not playing at all) is the dominant strategy, always preferable to taking action of any kind. Suffice it to say that I believe such a mechanics set bears little more relationship to real life than the simplistic, sanitised heroism of Call of Duty and its ilk.

And just as Franklin is troubled by video games which pair hyper-realistic imagery reminiscent of real-world political conflicts with game mechanics that admit of no ambiguity between heroes and villains – well, so too am I troubled by Spec Ops’s own handling of the same set of tropes. If Franklin is concerned that gamers might play a Call of Duty game and arrive at the (presumably unintended but entirely foreseeable) conclusion that real-world politics are exactly as uncomplicated as the game implies, and that American military intervention overseas is always a force for good – I worry that someone might play Spec Ops: The Line and arrive at the opposite conclusion: that American military intervention overseas is always a force for bad, that no good will ever come from it, that the world will always be better off if the US doesn’t send troops in. Such a perspective, you’ll note, is nigh-indistinguishable from the isolationism of Donald Trump, or indeed of Charles Lindbergh. It’s not tilting at windmills to note there really were lots of Americans in the 1940s who sincerely thought the United States had no business getting involved in the Second World War: as late as April 1941, a full third of the country were opposed to the idea, and I’m sure there were quite a few who still thought this even after the truth about the Holocaust had become public knowledge.

The question of what role the US should play in maintaining the rules-based international order is a complex and difficult one with no easy answers. Call of Duty and its ilk sidestep these complexities by forcefully asserting “American military intervention good, next question”, presenting sanitised, one-sided narratives in which the American military is heroic at best and temporarily ineffectual at worst. Spec Ops sidesteps these complexities in the opposite direction by highlighting to an almost ghoulish degree all of the horrors that might result from such interventions, ignoring all positive outcomes that have historically resulted from them, and presenting even its legitimately well-meaning characters as misguided, stubborn, narcissistic and self-aggrandising. A monomaniacal fixation on the costs associated with taking action and a hyperbolic discounting of the concomitant benefits is, after all, the essence of slave morality.

At one point in his closing rant, the hallucinatory Konrad scoffs at Walker, “You’re here because you want to be something you’re not: a hero”. If this line is only intended as an observation about video games themselves, fair enough: who would dispute that experiencing a vicarious power fantasy is a major motivating factor in why gamers play shooters? But if this line is intended as a commentary on American military intervention overseas, then the hallucinatory Konrad seems to be suggesting that the very idea of an American soldier performing an act of heroism is just absurd on its face. Far be it from me to suggest that American military intervention abroad has always (or even primarily) been a force for good: the examples of Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan and so on and so forth (and there is a lot of so forth) are well-trodden territory among the anti-interventionist set, examples I have no desire to defend. But hot take incoming: I do, in fact, believe that the American soldiers who helped liberate Europe from the Nazis were heroic. The fact that, in the course of doing so, these soldiers accidentally killed civilians and committed other acts which we would retrospectively (or even contemporaneously) consider violations of the Geneva Conventions does nothing to fundamentally alter this opinion. The counterfactual world in which they did not do so would be poorer than ours.

Williams and Pearsey might defend themselves by arguing that they only intended Spec Ops as a meta-commentary on shooter games, and gamers who interpret it as an argument in favour of American isolationism and non-intervention are reading arguments into it that they never personally intended. But of course, I’m sure the writers of the Call of Duty or Battlefield games would deploy exactly the same argument: that they only ever intended their games as light entertainment, and that they hence bear no responsibility if their audiences interpret them as serious geopolitical commentary, or as accurate portrayals of contemporary real-world conflicts. The whole crux of Spec Ops’s critique of modern military shooters rests on the idea that their creators’ stated authorial intent is irrelevant: that they bear responsibility for all the messages their games convey, explicit or otherwise. You can’t make such a critique, then turn around and demand only to be judged on the basis of the messages you explicitly intended.

The implied thesis of Call of Duty or Battlefield games, “American military intervention overseas is always noble and righteous, and no unnecessary harm will ever come from it”, is simplistic and inaccurate. Spec Ops presents the antithesis, in which American military intervention is always fundamentally wrong-headed, no good will ever come from it, and the best outcome will always come from American soldiers sitting on their hands. Perhaps, like Chinatown, presenting this antithesis served as a necessary corrective to the prevailing trends at the time of writing. But what’s needed now is the third phase, the Hegelian synthesis, the reconstruction, in which we can acknowledge that great harm has resulted from American intervention overseas, while also recognising that there may be rare instances (such as the Holocaust) in which it really is the best option – or at least, the best of a bad bunch.

[image: ]

Knowledge and power

Having read several of the aforementioned The Last Psychiatrist’s blog posts and finding them rife with penetrating, discomfiting insights, I eagerly purchased his book Sadly, Porn, which he published under the pen name (I assume?) Edward Teach. I’m not exaggerating when I say that, in a list of the most impenetrable books I’ve ever read, it would easily make the top ten: occasional glimmers of legible insight and wisdom, buried within mountains of contemptuous stream-of-consciousness ranting about Greek tragedy, children’s books, imaginary porn films and forgettable nineties thrillers. Most of its presumably intended meaning I gleaned from secondary sources, such as these reviews by Scott himself and Rob Henderson. Scott later acknowledged that the book became a lot easier to comprehend when approached from the perspective of master vs. slave morality, rather than the Lacanian perspective he’d adopted on a first pass.

Throughout the book, Teach posits a kind of adversarial relationship between power and knowledge, in which seeking knowledge makes one powerless and vice versa. This was one of many points I didn’t really understand while reading the book, but writing this essay has me groping towards a possible interpretation.

Both Chinatown and Spec Ops: The Line have been interpreted as parables about the dangers of acting with insufficient information. Jake Gittes is sincerely well-intended, but makes several bad decisions on the basis of erroneous assumptions e.g. believing the impostor who claims to be Evelyn Mulwray and agreeing to spy on Hollis on that basis; inferring that Evelyn murdered Hollis and hence providing the police with her location. Likewise Cpt. Walker, who mistakenly assumes that the 33rd are rounding up civilians from the hotel for purposes of massacring rather than protecting them; who carelessly deploys the white phosphorus mortar without properly scouting the field of fire for a civilian presence; and who never stops to really consider why Riggs is so intent on gaining control of the water trucks.

“Don’t act until you have enough information to make an informed decision” sounds sensible on its face. But in reality, it’s a meaningless aphorism, no different to the admonishment to “never assume”: how much information is “enough”? It’s something that can only really be determined in retrospect: you’ll know your decision was an “informed” one only after you’ve made it and it hasn’t hideously backfired because of something you weren’t aware of at the time you made it. We are always acting from a place of ignorance and incomplete information – the difference is only a matter of degree, and perfect, absolute knowledge of a given situation is both a practical and literal impossibility. Ergo, “I didn’t act until I had enough information” is an admonishment for passivity and inaction dressed up in the language of hard-headed commonsense.

This, I think, may have been what Teach was getting at when he talked about the antithetical relationship between knowledge and power: while “don’t act until you have enough information to make an informed decision” might sound sensible on its face, it’s an absolute godsend to those inclined towards inaction. While these people are constitutionally inclined to do “as little as possible”, they will always insist that the reason they have failed to act isn’t that they are globally passive, but simply contingently passive up until the point at which they’ve gathered “enough information” with which to make an informed decision. But because “enough” is underdetermined, you can go on gathering information forever, and still feel like you don’t have “enough”. In the Teachian perspective, as mentioned earlier, ostentatious self-loathing isn’t a starting point towards positive change, but rather a defense against positive change. By the same token, collecting information isn’t something done in order to make informed decisions, but something done as a defense against having to make decisions of any kind.

Looking at the stories of Chinatown and Spec Ops: The Line from a zoomed-out perspective, it’s easy for us to conclude that its protagonists were acting in ignorance, and that in hindsight things would have turned out better had they not gotten involved. But in real life, we are never acting with foreknowledge: we are only ever acting from a place of comparative ignorance. Viewed in this light, our two protagonists actually come off rather better than their creators would have us believe. Gittes’s inference that Evelyn had drowned her husband in a jealous rage (and hence that he should turn her in to the police, lest he be arrested as an accessory after the fact) was erroneous, but a reasonable conclusion given the information available to him at the time – and Evelyn herself bears no small amount of responsibility for actively misleading him. If Gittes had been correct, doing nothing and allowing a murderer to escape scot-free would have been the wrong decision. Likewise, Walker’s conclusion that the 33rd were rounding up civilians from the abandoned hotel in order to massacre them was incorrect, but reasonable given the information known to him at the time: if he’d been right, doing nothing and allowing the 33rd to murder a group of women and children in cold blood would have been the wrong decision. In retrospect, he ought to have thoroughly scouted the 33rd encampment before giving the order to fire the white phosphorus mortar – but given that, only a few minutes earlier, he’d personally witnessed soldiers of the 33rd torturing and executing civilians in hopes of extracting information from Gould, it was hardly unreasonable of him to assume the 33rd did not have the best interests of the Dubai civilians at heart.

Conclusion

Refusing to intervene may feel like passivity, but it is not. Inaction, paradoxically, is a subset of action: the decision not to intervene is not “the lack of a decision”, but a decision in and of itself, on the basis of which the person who made it can be morally judged in just the same way as the person who decided to intervene. In many jurisdictions, a person who declines to intervene to help another person can be held criminally responsible for their inaction.

A world in which refusing to take well-meaning action always resulted in better outcomes than taking well-meaning action would be an easy world to live in. In the short term, it may even be comforting to imagine such a world. But such a world is not our world.


Notes


[1]

I’m sure it goes without saying that I cannot discuss the two works’ themes without discussing their plots in detail, and also that I think both works are well worth experiencing for yourself unspoiled – but for the sake of clarity, spoilers for Chinatown and Spec Ops: The Line below.



[2]

The specifics of this ending were a major point of contention between him and Towne, to the point that the two were no longer on speaking terms by the time the scene in question was filmed.



[3]

Perhaps related: several studies have found that low-income households donate a higher proportion of their incomes to charitable causes than do medium- to high-income households (but, as ever, bear in mind the perennial warning).



[4]

a.k.a. Edward Teach, author of Sadly, Porn, to whom I’ll be returning later.



[5]

It has been argued that some of these games’ narratives are more complex and morally ambiguous than the strawman Spec Ops: The Line implicitly holds up for criticism. For example, the American campaign in Call of Duty 4 famously comes to an abrupt end with the American forces powerless to prevent a nuclear device from going off in the centre of the game’s fictional Middle Eastern city, followed by the American player character uselessly dragging himself around the blast zone before succumbing to radiation sickness. While I concede this specific point, it cannot really be argued that the game never really questions the fundamental righteousness of Western military intervention in foreign conflicts, and the soldiers in the British campaign do ultimately bring the conflict to a peaceful resolution. I have yet to encounter anyone defending any of the sequels to Call of Duty 4, or any of the Battlefield games in contemporary settings, along these lines: by all accounts, these games are exactly as one-sided, jingoistic and morally uncomplicated as Spec Ops implies.



[6]

Named in reference to one of the game’s primary inspirations, Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, and its earlier loose film adaptation Apocalypse Now. Spec Ops’s player character, Martin Walker, is probably so named in reference to the actor who played that film’s protagonist, Martin Sheen.



[7]

While the game was marketed as a deconstruction of modern military shooters first and foremost, critics were quick to also interpret it as a sustained critique of American military intervention. Chris “Campster” Franklin, for example, draws parallels between Konrad’s doomed mission in Dubai and the American-led invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan in the 2000s.






Baldur's Gate Three

On Monday, I got out my lifelike doll named Jenevelle. She looks a bit emo, with a black pixie haircut, and a light scar across her face. She’s gorgeous, though. I paid a writer to script out some conversations for us, and an actor to record some voice lines. Jenevelle’s got a slight british accent, which makes her aloofness all the more attractive.

I know she’s not real, per se, but I still feel attached to her. On monday, I pretended we were at a party being thrown in my honor. I tried to make a move, but she shot me down. I’ve got some hope, though. She hinted I might have a chance someday.

I’m just kidding, of course. That would be deranged! Instead, I spent Monday playing Baldur’s Gate Three. I’m at the part where the tieflings throw a party for you for saving them from the goblins. You can romance pretty much everyone in the game, and this party’s sort of the first chance you have to make a move. I thought about hitting on Karlach, who seems to like me, but eventually decided on Shadowheart. There’s something about the pixie haircut that does it for me. She turned me down, but I think I’ve still got a shot. I just need to raise her approval meter a little bit.

Unfortunately, the second story is real. I’ve been playing Baldur’s Gate 3 recently, and it’s probably the best RPG I’ve ever played. It also feels like one of the more shameful things I’ve done sober.

I’ve been struggling to figure out why. After all, I’ve been playing RPGs since I was a kid, and Baldur’s Gate 3 is nothing new: it’s a power fantasy where you (the chosen one) save the world, accompanied by a group of zany NPCs. If anything, it’s simply the newest, best entry in a long-established genre. But maybe that’s the problem. When I was sixteen, constrained by school and parents, video games liberated me. As a powerless teenager, titles like Fallout: New Vegas or Mass Effect 2 gave me an ability to play at being important. I could explore the world, meet interesting new people, and have real impact. Of course, I was going to do all of these things in real life, too–just not yet.

Now, though, I’m 29, and free. I have disposable income, and an interesting job. I live in a major metropolitan area, with more going on each weekend than I could possibly explore. Frankly, I have no excuse for not going out and doing these things in real life, and the unearned power of Baldur’s Gate only reminds me of the experiences I could (and do) have when I step outside and explore the world. As it happens, saving a virtual noble from a burning building feels quite a bit less satisfying than making a real person laugh.

That’s probably all there is to it. But this wouldn’t be a proper internet essay if I didn’t engage in some pretentious intellectual wankery about a harmless, low art cultural property. So:

I’ve been reading Simone de Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity recently. It’s tight, compelling philosophy, and worth reading the Wikipedia summary, if nothing else. Essentially, though, her thesis is that the human condition is defined by the tension between one’s freedom of action, and the constraints imposed by the world and other humans. Her ideal person is one who vigorously embraces their freedom while respecting others’. The greatest sin is to treat other humans as things instead of people.

Of course, Baldur’s Gate is all about treating people as things. Everything in the game exists to serve you. Here, perhaps, the game’s fidelity works against it. It’s unsettling to see a well-rendered, powerful human submit themselves to your will without even appearing to consider it.

Lae-zel is the perfect example of this. Early in the game, she treats you like an NPC in her epic quest. Unlike most other video game “companions,” she assumes she’s the main character and orders you around.

Of course, because this is a video game, you can simply ignore her wishes, and she always submits. She serves a sort of jester’s role: her “resistance” affirms your power, because you can tell her to heel, and she always will.

You become a sort of tyrant playing Baldur’s Gate. Does your friend feel uneasy about putting brain eating slugs into their ear? No matter. After all, it wouldn’t be a game if you didn’t have to overcome a little resistance now and then.

I’m confused as to why video games are viewed as an acceptable use of leisure time when playing with action figures or writing Mary Sue fan fiction aren’t. Both are adolescent pursuits in which the point is to be the only one who matters–probably because one feels that in real life, one does not matter.

Amusingly, it’s probably the fact that a video game requires no creativity that it provides a fig leaf of respectability. The player in that case does not have to take ownership of the fantasy–the fact that you’re experiencing something someone else made lets you accept the main character mentality without having to feel responsible for desiring it. Writing bad fiction, in contrast, lays bare your psyche in an important way. It shows that you would, indeed, desire to have the sort of experience that the video game provides, as opposed to being able to claim that you have no other option than to engage in the way the game offers.

I will note that there are games that do not set up an implicit frame whereby the player is all important. Suzerain is one of the best games I’ve ever played, in part because it puts you into a position of immense power, and shows how little you can actually accomplish without careful strategizing and effort. The interactivity of games provides wonderful potential to illustrate the mess and complexity of human dynamics without placing undue emphasis on the player. But gamers have to ask for it. I wonder if we will.




Beating Balatro. Learning mathematics through infinite games.

Before Balatro


Many modern video games, known as roguelikes, challenge players with endless, escalating difficulty rather than a definitive endpoint. After “winning,” players face tougher foes until they inevitably fail, only to restart with upgraded abilities. Popularized by Vampire Survivors, this genre captivates with secrets, unlockable content, and hordes of pixel-art enemies. Surprisingly, mastering these games hinges not only on quick reflexes but also on mathematical thinking, particularly exponential growth. This essay explores how roguelikes, especially Balatro, teach players intuitive mathematics and cognitive skills through strategic gameplay.

Perhaps surprisingly, and not so subtly, one of these critical elements to mastering these games is not as much the twitchy finger (although this also matters!), but a basic knowledge of exponents. The key game logic is not simply to accumulate items and weapons, but to accumulate them in such a way that they combine well. This means both a variety of range attacks and the right combination of objects which will evolve into superweapons.

[image: ]

Through gathering gems from fallen enemies you level up and with each level up—and on chest events—you choose what upgrades to get. In the beginning of the game you decide what your core weapons will be, and you get to observe the exact amount of damage dealt by conveniently displayed damage marks.
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How well you (and your teammate, if you are playing in co-op mode) can be seen at the end of the game via a most important statistical summary.
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Via reddit

As can be seen above the damage has scaled from low level thousands of cumulative damage up to the millions including the ever important DPS (damage per second), although the top weapon here (Pentagram) cannot stand on its own and needs to be combined with the correct other weapons for maximum effect.

This review process, which is an essential part of every game, allows you to play in 30 minute increments while constantly evolving your strategy to see which weapons give you the most umph.  While this genre has produced many imitation offspring, arguably only a few have improved on the overall formula.
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Brotato, featuring a violent potato on a mission of mayhem, arguably improved the Vampire Survivor model into unique fast paced stages where you use your cash to choose which weapons and upgrades to use, making for an extremely fast paced game with little margin for error and including complicated strategies which are endlessly debated on the brotato subreddit.
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Brotato Subreddit | Why is this game crack



For example, you can go heavy on the engineering attribute and get weapons (e.g. turrets) that benefit that, or do a melee heavy build, or upgrade other attributes such as “luck” and gamble for powerful rare upgrades.  Depending on your level of mayhem you will go for a simple victory at difficulty level 0 or see if you can make it past the ultimate double boss on level 5 – though true aficionados will attempt to beat the game on level 5 with all potato builds (also requiring sub 300 ms reaction times).

Arguably the other game most importantly contributing to this genre is Slay the Spire, a deck building game in which you go up against increasingly powerful opponents. A key element here is that you rarely have a chance to heal, so similar to these other games, there is ultimately a time where the enemies overpower you and you must start over. However in this case upon defeating each enemy you get to pick a card that can significantly upgrade your deck, often featuring special effects.

One of the key ways to win is to figure out which effects stack and build combinations powerful enough to take out the later elites. One simple example of stacking is that “strength” affects each attack so if you have a lot of strength you can find clever ways to chain smaller attacks for max damage.
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Slay the Spire also has additional items called “relics” that you can accumulate that have passive effects, such as giving you a damage multiplier every 10th attack or increasing your block on the third turn.

While you can content yourself simply by collecting unlocks and steam achievements, internet forums are full of strategies to get “ever so far” and you can, by extension, tell a gamer’s seriousness by his casual use of the phrase “ascension level” or knowledge of the Slay the Spire mods.

Enter Balatro


Curiously, in a world of attention maximization and fast twitches, this genre has evolved to be immensely cognitively challenging and intensely mathematical, illustrated by possibly the greatest game to emerge in the last year, Balatro, a breakaway success that sold over a million copies and won game of the year at the Game Developers Choice Awards (GDCA).
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Balatro, from first glance, is a simple remake of poker with a certain number of points per hand.  You have a certain number of cards, you complete a hand, you turn it in, you get points. If your points are above the current target, you win and move on to the next level. If not, you can turn in more hands until you get to “0 hands” left, in which case you die.

The basic game format is three such challenges per level, then eight levels called “antes” for a total of 24 rounds. Each time, naturally, the number of points increases and, with each level step up, it increases more.

Probably no game more clearly illustrates the nature of exponential thinking, insofar as the basic scoring of each hand consists of a relatively formula:  chips + hand_left * hand_right. To illustrate this let’s use a pair of twos.

The level one pair formula is 10 x 2.

The number of chips is said to be the number of visible points on the cards, namely two points for two and two card which makes four.  Thus the formula is (2+2)+10 x 2 or 28 points.

If we previously needed 300 points to go to the next level, we would now need 300-28, or 272 points.

As you might be able to intuit, this “simple math” progresses rapidly and progress is also, with ever larger numbers, the ability to rapidly calculate or approximate the result in your head.

Now of course this game includes many sorts of bonuses, of which the first and most obvious thing to do is to upgrade the hand from a level 1 hand to a level 2 hand using a planet card (noting that you often don’t get the hand you want out of a pack).

The level two pair formula is 25 x 3. So if we add (2+2) + 25 x 3 or 87 points  So we can see an effective increase of more than doubling for the level up.   But this is just the beginning, we are also able to buy new cards, upgrade our existing cards, and have ongoing effects provided by jokers.



The overall formula is enhanced_chips + hand_left * ( ( hand_right + multi ) * xMult )
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Detailed breakdown of Balatro scoring (see also the comprehensive guide)


As might be apparent, while in the beginning of the game you get common and uncommon cards and build your chips and basic multi, the mid to late game involves watching for the rarer cards (almost always jokers) which have a significant xMult component and can further exponentially increase your output.



Jokers, Multi, and xMult
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Jokers behave like relics in Spire:




	Additive Multi – e.g. Basic Joker: “+4 Multi”

	Multiplicative xMult – e.g. Triboulet: “×2 Mult for each played King or Queen.”




Because Multi is inside the parentheses that get multiplied by xMult, stacking both yields superlinear growth. One legendary Joker that increased xMult each scoring hand catapults scores from thousands to millions if protected.

Balatro thus embodies exponential thinking more nakedly than any of its peers: every decision is “How can I push my exponent one step higher before the blind?”

A breakout hit invites ‘speed‑math’: players calculate hand odds and diminishing returns in real‑time. Forums overflow with heuristic tables (“Sell a 2‑cost voucher if ROI < 5 hands”). Fan-made tools such as the Balatro Calculator and the Balatrolator also show precisely the complexities to the digits in those cases where your intuitive brain calculator has a high enough margin of error where you need to fact check it.

[image: ]Near endless memes exist illustrating key concepts in the Balatro Subreddit



Advanced Strategy


The game includes a currency system where players win small amounts per hand. Finding jokers that increase income is crucial for acquiring more upgrades. Advanced players focus on stacking the xMult element through all available means, sometimes requiring specific jokers that must be unlocked through repeated play or obtained via rare "spectral" cards. A key element is also to have enough cash on hand to snatch up the most valuable jokers when they are available, such as the spectral soul card.
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While novice players might celebrate reaching million-point hands, experienced players develop strategies reaching billions or more. Online communities have developed comprehensive guides ranking jokers and their associated strategies.

Additionally, the game offers many types of decks, difficulties for each deck called “stakes,” and 20 additional challenge modes to allow the player to play out unusual scenarios and still come out on top.
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Detailed guide of all the best strategies from a completionist after 119 hours played.



Why This Matters

Roguelikes do more than entertain; they sneak real mathematical intuition into everyday play. When a Balatro run catapults from 333 to 3.3 million chips in a few antes, the feel of exponential growth embeds itself in the player’s gut—an insight researchers describe as embodied numeracy [1]. That “aha” lands long before most students encounter compound‑interest formulas in class.

These games also sharpen a sense of probability and risk. Debating whether to reroll a $3 Balatro shop, or hold cash for a $10 rare, mimics the cost‑benefit calculus behind investing, insurance, or even picking checkout lines. Long‑term exposure to such micro‑decisions correlates with better statistical estimation skills in adolescents [2].

A third benefit is the cultivation of iterative problem‑solving. Every failed run generates data; players tweak tactics and retry—a loop analogous to the scientific method. Game‑learning scholarship argues that this constant hypothesis‑testing is a key reason good video games double as “learning machines” [3].

Because these lessons emerge organically—no worksheets required—roguelikes provide a low‑friction on‑ramp to analytical thinking. A free Balatro demo plus a spreadsheet is enough for hobbyists to chart score curves and discover the power of doubling on their own. It’s math by osmosis, translated through the universal language of “one more run.”

Implicit in the concept of “run,” and adults are often forced to reckon with this while sitting next to technology-enabled children, is the concept of speed. Consider, for example, the flabbergasted developers along with a Slay the Spire speedrun, a Balatro speedrun, or other forms of emergent metagames that allow gamers to create their own categories of winning.

Indeed, in all of these games one key element, intimately realized by every gamer, is an intensely polished aesthetic that gives rise to a unique look and feel that, in a way transcends the grind of the experience by opening up a world of approachable art, in much the same way that people are invested in Legos or Minecraft because of the dynamic accessibility of the artform.

Conclusion: Gaming and Education

The question of integrating games into educational curricula deserves serious consideration. If the science of human attention and engagement could be applied to educational game design with the same sophistication as commercial gaming, we might see accelerated learning and deeper understanding of complex concepts.

Despite their competitive elements, these games also foster community. Players share strategies, discoveries, and achievements, creating collaborative learning environments around seemingly solitary experiences.

What makes these games particularly special is their origin. Many breakout titles in this genre come from independent developers working outside mainstream gaming industry channels who prefer to stay solo in order not to  “lose the love.” The attention to detail and passion evident in these games creates a unique experience that keeps players engaged and learning.

Balatro and similar roguelikes demonstrate how sophisticated mathematical thinking can be integrated into entertaining experiences. Through carefully designed progression systems and scoring mechanics, these games teach exponential growth, probability assessment, and strategic planning—all while players focus on having fun rather than "learning math." As gaming continues to evolve, its potential as an educational medium deserves greater recognition and exploration.
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The golden joker, possibly the baseline of all new economic design models

One key takeaway to keep in mind extends whether or not you are a parent, an educator, or game enthusiast, namely that play spaces, ala Huizinga, Piaget, Sutton Smith and other fathers of ludology, are such because they are purely voluntaristic. In this sense, one the lack of successes of traditional education vis-a-vis new emergent forms is that the new forms have a dynamic element with self-chosen pathways and feel less like a priest’s instructions and more like a 21th century Goldmund (e.g. golden joker) in magical and aesthetically inspired journeys.

So watch out! Parents, teachers, and children may all have fun together. Hence a final recommendation, go buy the game, and make time to enjoy it.

Ad summum sine fine

For people inclined to end the endless and find a finite finale, you may have to go deeper into the source code of Balatro. Through digging into the lesser known Löve framework, and the appropriate manipulation of near infinities, floating point numbers and a particular standard known as IEEE754 there is a possible forced finality in this game. See this Youtuber for full instructions.


Notes
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Bishop’s Castle, a Roadside Attraction

Introduction

The Statue of Liberty is thought to be America’s greatest monument to freedom. But there’s more than a shred of irony in having a monument to liberty in the middle of a rocky island, accessible only by one state-sanctioned ferry, only to those with advance reservations. It’s as if liberty herself is bound to a sort of Alcatraz. This monument is a gift from the elites of one nation to the elites of another. This statue of freedom isn’t free in any sense.

It’s a good thing, then, that America has hundreds of true monuments to liberty. They are scattered all across its breadth. They exist in every state, in cities and in unknown expanses, in rich areas and poor areas alike. These are the roadside attractions that fill up empty bands of highway everywhere in the country. There is hardly anything more American than the roadside attraction: hardly any other country has a population affluent enough, territory vast enough, and highway infrastructure robust enough, to sustain a road trip industry. Most importantly, no other country has enough crazies to fill the fields with weird junk.

For the uninitiated, roadside attractions are odd little diversions private citizens set up on their land, usually in the middle of nowhere, to give travelers something to do amid the monotony of driving through America’s interstates. Among these are such venerable icons as the world’s largest ball of twine (Cawker City, Kansas), the world’s largest bobblehead (Belville, Ohio), the world’s largest ball of paint (Alexandra, Indiana), and even wonders that are wonderful for reasons other than their largeness, like the May Natural History Museum (Rock Creek Park, Colorado)

In my home state of Colorado, there’s one roadside attraction that stands above the rest in fame. It’s a place of pilgrimage for many residents; an important gem in Colorado’s snow-capped crown of mountain diversions. The creator just passed away last year. Throughout his life, from youth to death, he built the largest one-man castle in the world. This is Bishop’s Castle.

I: The Highest Point in Custer County[image: ]

“Freedom. It's a word that gets mentioned a lot when talking about Bishop Castle, an attraction that has already outlasted several previous attempts to explain it.”

-- Roadside America

While many roadside attractions are strategically placed between towns, Bishop’s Castle is out of the way. Thirty miles and over a strip of mountains from Pueblo, it lays along a road of no importance between nowhere and nothing in particular. The castle isn’t a brief distraction on your way to something else. It is a deliberate choice.

As your car climbs the Wet Mountains, surrounded by dense forest on both sides, the temptation to turn around and seek the castle in one of the many side roads pulls at you. Despite the fort’s great height, the trees hide it until you’re only a few feet away. For this reason, the castle doesn’t loom in the distance and steadily crawl closer. It leaps out of the trees like a pouncing bobcat.

The first impression of the castle reveals its lack of military value. This is an architectural fancy-- its primary purpose is to exist. This is a Neuchwenstein, not a Krak des Chevaliers. The castle’s design looks like something out of a Roald Dahl novel-- twisty metal paths swing around the exterior. A long stone staircase reaches out like a spider’s leg to move visitors to the great hall. Meanwhile, the castle itself seems to peer out at visitors through a shining dragon’s head. In the back, the second-largest tower tops out with an incomplete geodesic dome and a staircase to nowhere.

The second thing you’ll notice when you look at the castle is its material. There are no gray cut stones to be found here. Every wall is made of irregular orange cobbles from the mountains stuck together. The castle blends into its surroundings because it’s made of them-- its orange hue matches that of the mountains that shelter it.[image: ]

Aside from its remoteness, Bishop’s Castle is set apart from other local attractions by its lack of an entry fee. There isn’t even a fence surrounding the structure. The visitor gets the impression that the castle isn’t a commercial enterprise, but rather a part of the landscape, like just another rocky crag. However, a closer approach bursts that fantasy and reveals a few signs of human occupation. The entry gate is flanked by signs:


“ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK,” one sign reads, “WE ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR SAFETY! BISHOP CASTLE IS UNDER CONSTRUCTION! WE RESERVE OUR RIGHT TO FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND EXPRESSION! YOU MIGHT EXPERIENCE STRONGLY EXPRESSIVE BEHAVIOR!”



This is how most people first learn about the forceful personality of the castle builder. More on him later.[image: ]

Other than the signs, there are very few symbols of regulation in the place. You don’t see the owners. There are no waivers to sign, no liabilities, no handrails, and no guides. You are left alone with the castle and your wits. This is what gives the castle such excitement.

Another big mark of the castle is impressive metalworking, and visitors first see this at the gatehouse. There’s a beautiful (if probably immobile) portcullis with gears, chains, and wheels. The gatehouse itself has a room inside it, accessible via a tiny stone staircase. It looks like a quarter-finished foyer.

Once you go into the castle itself you can first explore the bottom floor, which is a dungeon-like series of caverns divided by rocky posts that hold up the entire castle. Climbing up one of the spiral staircases will bring you to the great hall, which is the largest room of the castle and its body. This is also well decorated. The floor is surprisingly clean and bright, and the iron works with the rock even better here to deliver a beautiful effect. Everything is bathed in multicolor light from the stained glass that forms the siding of one of the walls of the great hall.[image: ]

You might also see in the great hall other visitors peeking at you from atop ledges on either side. These are accessible from stairs. The lack of rails on these ledges once again reveals part of the philosophy of the builder, which is heavy on pomp and light on safety.

How did all this come to be? It wouldn’t be easy to tell if you only visited the castle itself, since they don’t make you watch a thirty-minute history video or anything. The seeker of the castle’s history must do a little bit of investigation. They will find a fascinating tale, a tale well representative of midcentury America, a tale of genius and madness. It is impossible to understand the castle without understanding the story of the castle builder.

II: The Castle Builder

“This will be a free Disneyland. This will be a Disneyland without the money. The wire services could pick up on that.”

--- Jim Bishop, 1989, Denver Post

In 1959, Jim Bishop, a 15-year-old Colorado nobody and high school dropout, paid $450 for a two-and-a-half acre plot of land adjacent to the Greenhorn Highway and surrounded by San Isabel National Park. This became an annual camping spot for the Bishop family. As he grew up, Bishop began to earn a living by working in the ironworking trade with his father and installing patios. By 1969, he had started using the money he earned to build a cabin, then a water cistern that he surrounded with rocks from the nearby area. These rocks would come to haunt him later.

[image: ]

As the story goes, the cobblestone cottage and the rocky turret surrounding the cistern resembled a castle, family members, friends, and local ranchers kept asking Bishop if he was building one. He denied it at first, but apparently this question came with such frequency that it planted an idea in his brain. One day, his answer switched to “yes.” He would give the public their castle. He chose not to stop when he finished the cabin. He kept building… and building… and building.

As the rocky roadside edifice grew, it became a local attraction. For eight years, people offered to help with the castle. Bishop got frustrated when no one made good on their offers, though, and this led him to declare his castle a one-man project.

Bishop had been frustrated as a kid when he wasn’t able to go to attractions and amusement parks because his family couldn’t afford the ticket. To keep the castle accessible, he charged no entrance fee and financed the project on a shoestring budget. He stacked rock over rock, hoisting them each up one after the other with a pully system powered by his truck’s engine. His forging skills helped him decorate and support every stone with wrought iron.[image: ]

Despite no architectural experience or plans, Bishop’s sheer industry kept the castle growing and stable. When he built a wall that needed to be eight feet thick, Jim made it 16. He hauled every rock, fell every log and milled it into lumber, built scaffolding for every tower, built every arch out of railroad ties. He designed complex pulley systems to hoist lumber for use as floorboards. He burrowed holes dozens of feet into the ground, then filled these with mortar he mixed and carried to the site himself. The castle is anchored deep in mountain bedrock, better rooted than the trees. Stone by stone, he built his dreams.

To Jim’s industriousness was added a flair for publicity. For decades, he fought to keep the castle in the public eye. Among the best victories in this campaign was the construction of the dragon figurehead. To build this. Bishop riveted thousands of steel warming plates around a steel frame to make the dragon’s scales. The figurehead is rigged to belch fire from a recycled hot-air balloon burner. Today, the beast hovers eighty feet high, perched on the front of the grand ballroom, looking over the courtyard like a loyal sentinel.

The castle’s construction was not without problems however, and one tragedy left a deep mark on Jim. In 1988, his son Roy was playing in the forest near the castle. After running around in the woods, Roy tired himself out and took a nap in a tree trunk. Bishop was cutting down a nearby tree, and only realized where his son was when he heard a horrible sound as the log fell. The boy was crushed to death at the age of 4.

After that tragedy, Jim’s wife, Phoebe, distanced herself from the castle. But for Jim, the tragedy made his desire to finish it burn ever-brighter. “He loved the place,” he would say. “What am I gonna do, give up?”

The only tower completed at the time was rechristened “Roy’s Tower.” The castle became a memorial. Many speculate that this incident, and the shame that it came with, fed Bishop’s monomania to complete the castle. Jim worked even harder, the seeds of his later madness planted in his mind.

This castle grew without any plans more substantial than back-of-the-napkin drawings. The architecture therefore gives an impression of six styles glued together. Flying buttresses reinforce a nordic great hall that itself lays on crude stone shafts that look pre-medieval. Inside the great hall, stained glass appears alongside cheap lawn chairs. As a visitor, you need to allow yourself to be impressed not by the coherence of the place but by the fact that it exists at all.

If you live nowhere near Colorado and want to experience going inside the castle, this video is a good digital tour.

The castle’s existence doesn’t seem at all guaranteed. It was a strange combination of events that led to the castle’s existence: in a slightly different timeline it would never be. The castle has faced fierce, structural opposition throughout its history. At the same time Bishop was building the castle, he was waging a legal war for its existence.

III: The Forty-Year Siege

“In the early times the castles gave in to gunpowder and battering rams and siege equipment. They were slighted by rulers and also lost to modern means of warfare. In more recent times, castles lost their battles to laws, rules, regulations, zoning codes, building permits, and control by diabolical and insidious politicians, lawyers, and bureaucrats.”

-- Jim Bishop, Castle Building as I See It

The lofty ambition of the castle builder, like the pride of Daedalus, led to disasters. Unlike that doomed inventor, however, Jim Bishop was always able to reforge his wings.

Poverty forced him to think outside the box. He built the walls out of granite rocks gathered from ditches in and around San Isabel National Forest. He considered clearing the ditches a public service. The Bureau of Land Management thought differently and interrupted him during a collection to ask for a commercial rock permit. Bishop’s insistence that his was a tax-exempt nonprofit held no water. He couldn’t afford the prices the BLM demanded.

How to overcome this? It is in this experience that Bishop originated the philosophy that animated the rest of his life – the “the power of the public.” Bishop came to believe that the “real” government was the people, not bureaucrats. As long as the people supported his work, bureaucrats had no right to stop it, and Bishop had every right to fight dirty. In his book,Castle Building as I See It, Bishop says he found the BLM “doing something unethical” and blackmailed them as leverage during negotiations. A settlement was made in which the BLM agreed to sell the rock for only 10 cents a ton.

Years of bureaucratic churn later, in the late 70s, the BLM raised the price to 50 cents a ton. Bishop was enraged but charitable. He agreed to the new price, but swore that if it went up one penny more, he’d go back to taking the rock for free.

Guess what the BLM did next.

Bishop resorted once again to the power of the public. By this point in history the castle was a minor tourist attraction. He planted a sign on the castle grounds asking visitors to call the BLM and tell them exactly what they thought about price gouging. The BLM office was effectively shut down by phone calls. They crawled back to the negotiating table, and the rocks were never a problem after. .

Did taking the rocks hurt the environment? Some people worry about this when they hear the castle’s story. I asked an environmental engineer friend of mine, and here’s basically what she had to say:


If the forest service thought it was okay, it’s probably justified. Removing rocks from roadside ditches has a bundle of benefits because it improves the channeling of excess water through the ditches. Furthermore, fewer rocks means more room for plants to grow that slow the water’s flow, preventing rapid streams that erode the ditches and make them more shallow. One downside may be removing shelter for certain animals.



In summary: it’s complicated, but using local rocks was probably okay.

Other materials for the castle included cement hauled up from Pueblo or occasionally Cañon City. Over time, the materials used grew more complex and an ever-greater proportion of them came from sympathetic donors.

In 1974, as tourism grew, so did Bishop’s marketing efforts, leading to a parallel battle with the government. One day the government told Bishop he needed to take his homemade sign down and apply for one in accordance with Ladybird Johnson Highway Beautification Act of 1965. The fact that this rule did not apply_de facto_ to certain wealthy ski resorts irritated Bishop. He had a big ego and was always irritated by unequal rules.

Subversion was his answer. Bishop rebuilt his mailbox into the shape of a castle and painted on it an arrow leading to the property. Since the act technically only applied to signs, the government couldn’t use it to remove the mailbox. They tried anyway: after a month they demanded the mailbox be gone, forcing Bishop to draw once again his most fatal weapon. He set up another grievance sign for the public. The highway patrol was inundated with phone calls and relented days later.

It would be wrong to assume that the government was uniformly hostile to Bishop’s ambitions. Government in America is no monolith, but a series of interlocking layers like gears on a bicycle, each driving its own chain at its own proper rate. Some layers took a liking to Bishop. The Greenhorn Valley Chamber of Commerce, the economic leaders of the nearby hamlet of Colorado City, encouraged Jim to parade his 1/16th scale model of the castle (which of course built himself), through the town. This brought some extra publicity to the castle but didn’t last long. Jim never stuck with any activity he saw as distracting him from his castle-building. He kept poking, though, and persistence paid off. The government did finally install a sign in 1995. That little metal band is a powerful symbol of official recognition. As you drive by, take a moment to its honor. It is the product of immense struggle.

After the great hall was completed in the late 90s, Bishop held events there. These ranged from baptisms, weddings, and charitable society meetings to concerts. The latter proved especially difficult. After their first heavy metal concert they swore “never again.” They swapped the concerts out with now-legendary all-night raves. These were orderly affairs compared to the metal concerts, but they were still drug-filled and got pretty wild, especially with hundreds of people attending. These parties helped Bishop raise enough money to refloor the great hall.

It wasn’t to last. Neighbors complained about noise, trash, and the destruction of the forest. They eventually succeeded in asking a county judge to forbid any more parties. It was these same neighbors who later started the most perilous assault on the castle. After years of parties, they spurred Custer County to issue a legal injunction against the castle for violating building codes and permit laws. This seems honestly reasonable to me, since every brick screams “safety code violation!” However, for years Bishop got away with it for a couple of reasons. First: he never charged for entry to the castle, and so it isn’t a business and therefore isn’t subject to consumer safety laws. Second: when Bishop started building in 1969, Custer County was little more than half-dozen farms and didn’t yet have zoning rules.

However, the Custer County of the 1990s thought differently than the Custer county of the 60s. Officials told Bishop he couldn’t build anything over 25 feet high, 135 feet less than the square tower at the time. Bishop invoked laches doctrine, stating that if the county does not assert their rights to enforce zoning laws within seven years, they’ve given up those rights. For 39 years, the county had allowed Bishop’s castle to exist. Exist it would in perpetuum.

It was this long series of government battles that made Bishop a libertarian. He hated the government for trying to stop his life’s work. A soul marked by strong creativity and cantankerousness rarely plays well with bureaucracy.

IV: The Merrill Affair

“"Jesus Christ of Nazareth paid the ransom in blood for me on the cross and my motorcycle is part of the eternal inheritance in general”


	David Merrill



Like any good castle, Bishop’s Castle had an attempted cult siege.

David Merrill came into the lives of the Bishop family after a fire ban ticket. Bishop was ticketed for having a fire on his own property near national forest, and David Merrill stepped in to help him successfully dispute it.

He seemed valuable at first, not just as a friend but as an ally. He had a knack for navigating and subverting the court system and used this to help the Bishops with their perennial government fights. This was made possible in part by his unusual sovereign citizen beliefs. To those blissfully unaware, a sovereign citizen believes that most of what the government does is unconstitutional and that, by refusing “consent” to government rules, they can make those rules not apply to them. While most sovereign citizen tactics have no legal standing, Merrill’s belief in them may have given him confidence useful in stare-downs with county officials.

Unfortunately, Bishop’s relationship with Merrill soured over time as Merrill’s beliefs spiraled further away from sanity. Merrill started to mumble about dark spirits, UFOs, and conspiracies. After a run-in with the law made him lose his motorbike, Merrill sued the Sanhedrin and Jesus Christ himself [link] to get it back.

Merrill’s delusions led him to manipulate others. Jim had a bout with cancer in 2014, and this further hurt his mental health that was already battered by dementia, stress, and nonstop work. As his monomaniacal devotion to the castle thrust him into a brief madness, he was diagnosed with various mental disorders. In 2018, Merrill convinced the weakened Bishop to sign over the trusteeship in the hopes that Merrill could help maintain the castle.

Bishop got way more than he bargained for. Merrill barred the Bishops from entering, redecorated, and renamed it to the “Castle Church for the Redemption of the Office Bishop.” He intended to make it the headquarters for his pseudochristian cult. The Bishop family incited a movement to retake the castle. Every major Colorado news outlet reported on the battle, and the internet burst aflame with support. Merrill responded to media criticism with this strange rant, which I have reproduced here in very abbreviated form:


“There are several key reasons for an irrevocable trust in this case. One is the longevity of the castle itself. Jim built it of granite, not concrete. The concrete holds the granite in place but it is the granite that denies the ravages of gravity. Jim left no bubbles in the mortar too, so moisture and frostwedging may take centuries to take their toll…. That castle was never owned by Him and Phoebe. … Think forgive instead of redemption – CASTLE CHURCH – For the Forgiving of the Office BISHOP. The Bishop of Rome is the Pope. The true message of Jesus CHRIST was of unity, peace, joy, and love. The popes monetizing of guilt prevents one from stimulating the Kingdom of Heaven from within. Fear and seperation are illusions causing judgement, anxiety, and fear.” [sic]



This is from a YouTube comment to one of Merrill’s old videos, all of which have unfortunately since been taken down, so they’re now lost media. He also apparently had a manifesto which I also have not been able to find. Dear reader, if you have any information about David Merrill’s philosophy or writings, let me know. I still don’t fully understand what drove the man to do all this.

This story has a happy ending. After much hullabaloo, a judge ruled that Merrill’s actions were not done in trust and everything he tried to do was simply undone.

During my interview with Jim’s son, Dan Bishop, I asked him where Merrill is now. He told me not to contact him-- it would just rile him up. Merrill has since been charged with assaulting his mother and may be in a mental institution now. The castle is safe from him and back in friendly hands.

V: A Challenge to its Visitors

“Do you know right now there’s traffic on that interstate, and they're going to Buffallo Bill’s Lookout Mountain Grave, they're going to see things in Denver and Colorado Springs. How many people are here? The three of us! It ain’t any good unless somebody’s here to see it! If somebody ain't gettin’ any enjoyment out of it, then it’s just a pile of rocks!”

Now that we understand castle history, I’d like to speak a bit more on what the castle is like to visit. I am always dazzled by the bent metal that spikes through nearly every stone. Jim being a metalworker by trade, he excelled in welding and scroll bending. The castle is full of spirals, wheels, twists, and stairs of cold steel. As the visitor climbs upward, they see parts of the castle that were built later when the architect was more skilled, and these decorative metal elements become increasingly structural. The square tower was the first to use steel reinforcements as far down as the foundation.[image: ]

By far the most impressive ironwork, and something I have seen nowhere else, is the floating path of iron that snakes around the castle walls. You can use this to go from tower to tower and catch some great views of the mountains. I used them to take many of the pictures you see now. You really have to trust in the craftsmanship though, because you can see right through them over 100 feet down to the ground. It’s common to see tourists cling to an outer wall as they shakily step along one of the paths.

[image: ]

I like these floating paths because you wouldn’t see anywhere else, probably because they’re a legal hazard They’re almost certainly not up to codes, so no “real” attraction would ever have them. But Bishop’s Castle has them and lets people make their own decisions about whether to use them or not. It is up to you what risks you want to take, not regulators.[image: ]

You can climb to the very summit of the castle, but it really is a nail-biting experience. There’s no elevator, no handrails, and no guarantees that you will even make it out alive. It’s just you and the wind. To go to the top is a feat of daring that I recommend you try, just to show yourself what you’re capable of.

The last time I went to the castle, I made the harrowing trek up to the very highest part of the highest tower. The square tower– as if to playfully exaggerate its own height – is topped with a pointy hat-like structure made of metal that tapers up and needles the sky. To say you made it to the top, you have to climb up the pyramid. This is the scariest part. The metal, not totally tied down, shivers from the wind. You’re on a tiny crag amidst a sea of void. Nothing will stop you from falling hundreds of feet to your death. But as far as is known no one has.[image: ]

I managed to get to the top but only after a storm of stress. The gales howled around me. The metal creaked and shook. I trusted in the castle and was rewarded.

On my way down, I noticed the castle is quirky enough to have a nonfunctional elevator shaft. I later read that Bishop wanted to construct a solar-powered elevator inside the castle for accessibility. I suppose an elevator could be possible: if these stones are strong enough to support the massive tower above them, they are strong enough to support an elevator. Bishop, in his book Castle Building as I See It, describes further his vaulting ambition for the castle:[image: ]


“The museum and library will be on the second floor, with a mausoleum addition in the back. On the third story, in the tall front gable, will be the pipe organ and interfaith chapel… from the roof rafters, above the third level, in the west-end of the great hall, will be a hanging bedroom for people to use, on a drawing basis.”



Suffice it to say, none of this was built. All the same I think holding his expectations so high helped Bishop build what he did. It is good to make your highest ambitions very high indeed. Just like stretching a rubber band a great distance results in greater tension in the cord, stretching your ambitions as high as possible inspires more ardent action.

[image: ]

VI: Place of Liberty

“The rich and poor equally have to obey the law.”[image: ]

Bishop hoped that the castle would be “a place of freedom, hope, and justice.” I have already mentioned how the bureaucratic attacks on the castle led him to see it as a monument to the people.

While this attitude at times bled into insanity, I still have to admit how impressed I am by his dogged devotion to the people. He felt the idea for the castle belonged to the public and so never charged for entry. The castle has served the public many times: by 1980, there had already been nine weddings, two baptisms, a wedding anniversary, a funeral, and an internment. People have bought engraved stained-glass panels in the castle as memorials for their loved ones. I think the castle lives up to its reputation as a populist monument.

That being said, Bishop’s extreme libertarian views do grate at times. The signs strewn about the grounds serve as mouthpieces for Bishop. While some are reasonable, like the one warning visitors to be careful in the castle, others are eye-rolling, like the one comparing campfire regulations to literal slavery.

Dan told me that his father’s views became more extreme over time and bled into his mental instability as he aged. It got to the point where he would wear his family out with loud antigovernment rants that rambled on and on. People increasingly found him difficult to be around. In the late 2000s and 2010s, some tourists reported that he screamed incoherently at them. Warnings about these jeremiads became a staple of guidebook entries about Bishop’s Castle. Once in a while, a tourist would rile him up on purpose by telling him that he couldn’t do something or defending regulation.

The most aesthetically libertarian aspect of the place is the animals running around. There are dogs, cats, goats, and chickens just hanging out without any cage or fence. I don’t know why and the family doesn’t seem to really know, either. You can just reach out and pet the goats, and this was one of the very few times that I’ve pet a goat that wasn’t on the other side of a fence. They’re adorable.

[image: ]

VII: Builder’s Madness and What is To Come

“He’s obsessed, he’s committed. He’s almost fanatical about it. It upsets him when he has to quit when the weather comes. It’s his life, it’s his reason for being.”

-- Phoebe Bishop, 1989

Some will argue that the castle is less a monument to freedom and more a monument to Bishop’s own ego. Certainly that was always a motivating factor. Bishop relentlessly pursued publicity, to the point that he got angry for the absurd reason that the governor of Colorado, Roy Romer, didn’t visit the castle during his 1989 tour of the state. The castle was a way for Bishop to draw attention to himself when otherwise he would have stepped through life unknown.

As he grew older, Bishop fell under the yoke of dementia and other mental illnesses. He was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, anxiety, and Parkinson’s disease. These may have had as much to do with his lifestyle and monomaniacal thinking as his age. He thought of nothing but the castle-- for months on end, he’d leave his wife alone in Pueblo to pursue solitary labor. He took many knocks to the head during construction.

In the rare times when he was at home, he was increasingly difficult to live with. His rants grew ever-longer and less sensical, and he would fly into rages whenever anyone questioned him.

Maybe Bishop had to go mad in order to build the castle. Would he even have been able to do something so quirky and so offbeat and so useless if he was sane? I believe not. Sane people live in the cage of conformity and would not have had the creativity, dedication, or sheer insane grit required to build the castle and defend it from attackers.

Bishop was never totally sane. From the start he was driven by his ego and a wild inner fire. He was able to mostly contain this fire until then end, when old age, cancer, and other ills drove him to final madness.

Jim Bishop retired in 2023 and in 2024 died of cancer. His wife also died of cancer shortly after. The funeral was held in 2024 and made news statewide. The proprietor is now Dan Bishop, and he plans to continue building.

There’s so much still to be done. The current edifice, remarkable as it is, does not come close to reaching the heights of soaring ambition that Jim originally planned. There’s a big rectangular clump of rock outside that hints at plans for a full perimeter wall. Dan wants to realize that plan. Additionally, in the summer of 2024 he added more steelwork to the shortest tower to lay the foundation for a steel bridge that will connect the two towers. He also wants to landscape the yard to make it safer and more accessible. It’s important for Dan to carry on his father’s work. “People want to see someone working on the castle, they want to come home to their relatives and tell them the castle is still being built,” he said to me during the interview. “What I most care for right now is to let the people know that I love them and need them and want them to have my back. The people for the people, the power of the people.”

Hundreds showed up to Jim’s funeral, and the castle is doing well financially. It doesn’t look like the people will stop loving Bishop’s Castle any time soon.

Conclusion: In Praise of Munchkinry

“My idea towards success, is, never quit climbing the ladder… As long as you have a project ahead of you, you will always be successful. When you reach the top you can remain successful. But, you have to be real careful.”

In the course of writing this, I’ve asked myself a couple of times where my interest in the castle comes from. What’s so special about this pile of rock? Why obsess over just another American roadside attraction?

Here’s an attempt at an answer. Going to Bishop’s Castle has always felt like a pilgrimage. It’s far enough away that the trip takes real effort, but not so far away that I never feel like going. Whenever I visit, I breathe in a spirit. It is the spirit of weird daring. It is the spirit of uncanniness embodied in pure, vigorous act.

I call this spiritmunchkinry.

A munchkin achieves greatness just by being who they are, just by existing. Their very self is drawn to do great things like a beaver is drawn to build dams. To do something great, and not be haughty about it; not to hold it above others, but to do it with an impish grin. That’smunchkinry. To be great, not even necessarily to improve the world, but just ‘cuz it’s fun. That’s munchkinry. The munchkin is the type of person who answers “why?” with “why not?” They’re dragged along by an extremely strong inner sense of purpose. To us, they seem to possess infinite energy and firm self-discipline. To them, it’s just Tuesday.

I’ve met a few munchkins. Nothing gives me a taste for life quite like they do. Every time, I leave convinced that they draw close to the bones of what it is to be human. That they understand better than anyone why we’re here. Maybe you’ve met a munchkin. Maybe you are one.

Society needs munchkins to explore the borderlands of possibility space. They are the wild ones in the forest, scouting new paths. They are the goal-makers and the thrill-seekers. Nearly all will fail, but those who don’t will succeed hard enough to justify every failure. It’s the same logic startup funders use. Was Bishop’s Castle a victory for munchkinry? Maybe, maybe not. But there’s no doubt that it was an attempt by a munchkin.

Preserving the pursuit of happiness and keeping it a true pursuit requires some legal and social slack in society. We need to tolerate our munchkins and let them be weird. They carve out the space of what can be done, allowing more thorough souls to fill it in with work and innovation.

When Bishop started the castle, America was a munchkinland. A country with way more space than finger-waggers will always be a munchkin’s paradise. Now an older, more crowded society, America today fails its munchkins. We as a society attacked Bishop relentlessly and the castle endured only because of his own hardiness and sheer arrogance. What of the more tender-hearted munchkins? Their projects stay unfinished. Society makes sure of that.

If Bishop had started building today in 2025, he’d face a much more daunting task. Adjusting for inflation, Jim paid about $2000 per acre for the land in 1959. Todaya comparable lot goes for $41,000 per acre, a twentyfold difference.

But let’s say our hypothetical 21st-century Bishop made some well-timed Bitcoin investments. He’d have to pay much more for the rocks, assuming he could legally obtain them. Materials would eat more of the budget, as would property taxes. Custer County zoning regulations would force the project to be about 100 feet less ambitious. After all this, it would take a truly hardy munchkin to not give up. The only element of 21st-century castle-building that would be easier is marketing. With the internet, you don’t need road signs. Bishop’s castle amazes us in part because it’s a symbol of his triumph over busybodies and naysayers. But it’s also a symbol of the more informal world that has passed. Our world today is institutional and digital, and has little room for castle-builders.

Sometimes, I even wonder if the castle will last much longer. The family has been lucky so far, but it only takes one death or injury to result in a shutdown. When I mentioned this possibility to Dan, he had this to say:


“Ultimately, we don’t have any game plan. … Your question is the same one people have asked since we started. There’s always somebody wanting to plant the idea that it’s not going to work. That they’re going to take it from you.

You just can’t let the fear of the future stop you from doing what you want to do. The thing you gotta be careful of is: Is it for the right reason? I believe that as long as I’m up there, not trying to get rich, not trying to steal from everybody, giving it away, than the God I and my Dad believed in will do what he needs to keep it going. I also believe that if it’s not happening anymore… that was God’s will as well.

I will go when God tells me I’m done here. I live by that because I watched it work for him. That there were years of no one managing to stop it is a pretty good testament of how long you can get away with doing the right thing.”



Dan tells us here what the castle means. The castle might not teach us much about architecture or environmental engineering, but it reminds us to let hope and not fear guide our lives. It reminds us that the true munchkin doesn’t always lay out plans like railroad tracks but digs, digs, digs through the mountain of destiny in a frenzy of joyful doing.

None of us know whether the castle will stay decades or centuries hence. But as long as the castle stands on the mountainside, it whispers to those who visit: “why not?”




Bite Me: A Review of Teeth as Evolution’s Leftovers and Modern Shame

1. Evolution's White Elephant

Sharks cycle through about 20,000 teeth in their lifetime. Humans get exactly two sets before the slow, relentless crawl of dental entropy sets in. Somewhere along the evolutionary road, mammals struck a bargain; you'll get by.

For most, this compromise was good enough. Then we outlived sabre-tooths, discovered agriculture, and invented caramel. The rest is pain.

So consider this a performance review. A product audit, 300 million years after rollout.

Teeth are rigid, resilient, and marvelously overbuilt. They’re the only skeletal feature audacious enough to breach the surface of living flesh. They precede us in the fossil record, they outlast us in grave soil, and they sit in our jaws as bony knives laced with nerves, tasked with breaking down the world and warning us when the world fights back.

Evolution gave us teeth as a short-term solution, and we turned them into lifelong commitments. When humans developed agriculture, sugar, alcohol, and the social nightmare of halitosis, our mouths became perpetual battlefields. And yet, biologically speaking, the design never updated. There’s no redundancy, no regeneration, and no feedback mechanism beyond pain.

When I learned I had cavities, the news arrived not through pain, but through silence. The dentist pointed at an X-ray showing small, shadowy voids hidden between my teeth, the kind you don’t feel until they're well beyond prevention. These voids, he explained, were the consequence of trusting surface-level hygiene. Then he handed me a sample pack of floss, like a priest prescribing penance for sins I hadn't realized I'd committed.

Evolution never planned for this. There were no savannah grasses designed to floss hominid teeth. No Paleolithic hunter died lamenting, “If only I'd flossed.”[1] Yet today, neglecting this small ritual can cost hundreds of dollars and invite silent judgment from the Order of the Sacred Floss.

Elsewhere in your body, bacteria constitute a threat. In your mouth, they're a civilization. Your teeth are ancient stone outposts in microbial marshlands. Night after night, you dutifully drag sterile thread through these bacterial trenches, hoping not to miss a spot. It's absurd yet strangely admirable: an endless act of defiance in defense of structures evolution neglected to equip us to maintain.

This is not just hygiene. It's devotion.



2. Functional Elegance, Structural Compromise

Viewed through an engineer's lens, human teeth appear impressively compact, durable, and efficient. Enamel, the hardest substance in the human body, forms incisors, canines, and molars meticulously arranged for puncturing, tearing, and grinding. These are conveniently mounted in bone, optimizing food processing without requiring limb involvement. Strong marks if you're grading for biomechanical elegance.

But elegance quickly fades under scrutiny.

Unlike sharks and many reptiles, which regenerate teeth endlessly from a dedicated stem-cell niche, mammals made an early economic choice; they deleted the regenerative blueprint (the dental lamina) once adult teeth were installed. This decision is irrevocably encoded in our developmental biology. You receive exactly two sets. After that, the scaffolding vanishes, leaving the bones of your face to fend for themselves.

There was logic here. Mammals evolved occluding teeth, upper and lower molars fitting in precise, interlocking patterns. Anthropoid primates like chimpanzees and gorillas can subsist on tough, fibrous fruits and leaves precisely because those interlocking surfaces let them shear vegetation. In such a system, tooth regeneration isn't just redundant, it's potentially disastrous. A single misaligned replacement tooth could compromise the entire bite, disrupt jaw alignment, and reduce chewing efficiency. Sharks, with teeth dropping out in neat rows like vending machine snacks, evade this problem entirely. For mammals, this would be chaos. Nature gave us teeth that were meant to last just long enough. We are the ones who overstayed.

So evolution chose stability: a finite set of timed, interlocking parts, built to carry us through childhood, adolescence, and a brief reproductive window. Just two installations, with no backup system. It worked, mostly. Lifespans were short. Diets were tough but sugarless. But then came agriculture, and a Paleolithic jaw system was left to navigate a supermarket. Teeth meant for tendon met Skittles, soda, and the accidental crunch of a popcorn kernel.

Then there's pain.

Teeth are profoundly innervated. Their sensory input is routed through the trigeminal nerve, which transmits touch, pressure, and temperature with agonizing intensity. This wasn't a design flaw; it was evolutionary guidance. Pain was a deterrent: chew softer, avoid injury, stop eating if necessary. In the absence of dentistry or antibiotics pain was the only corrective mechanism available, incapable of healing but powerful enough to encourage behavioral adaptation.

This adaptive response remains intact, even today. Tooth pain prompts action: antibiotics, root canals, extractions. However, the relationship between pain and consequence has changed dramatically. A cracked molar once risked starvation or sepsis. The alarm still sounds, but the consequences have shifted. What once threatened survival now threatens time, money, and comfort.

Occasionally, the alarm misfires catastrophically. Trigeminal neuralgia, one of the most painful conditions in medicine, disrupts the same nerve pathway which evolved to warn us of injury. Instead, it delivers lightning-like pain in response to harmless stimuli such as wind, water, even blinking. In these cases pain no longer signals damage, it becomes noise. The system is not obsolete, but vulnerable to distortion.

Ultimately, teeth represent a tolerable compromise, a mid-tier biological product with daily upkeep and frequent catastrophic failures. Yet beneath the surface, something shifted profoundly. We began patching cracks, plugging holes, encasing decay in gold. The jaw remained static, while the meaning of the mouth evolved.



3. Symbolic Function: Teeth as Social Currency

In Neolithic burial sites across the Indus Valley archaeologists have found molars with small, deliberate holes drilled into them: likely to relieve pressure or decay. By the time we get to the Mayans, dental modifications were ornamental. Jade, turquoise, and hematite were precision-drilled into the front teeth of elites as symbols of power and divine affiliation. The shift had begun from survival to status.

Consider Edo-period Japan’s practice of ohaguro, or tooth blackening. A mixture of iron filings, vinegar, and tannins was applied repeatedly until the teeth became glossy black. Samurai and aristocratic women proudly displayed their artificially darkened enamel as evidence of refinement and moral discipline. Here, a visible mouth became a visible vow; a cultural act inscribed directly onto the enamel.

Across the ocean in Bali, another form of dental symbolism emerged: the potong gigi ceremony, in which adolescents have their upper canines ritually filed down. Smoothing of sharp edges represents the suppression of primal impulses and the entry of the individual into the social and moral community. This isn’t about improving the bite; it's about aligning the body with the soul.

What makes teeth uniquely susceptible to symbolic transformation is their persistent visibility. Unlike internal organs or bones concealed by flesh, teeth constantly signal to others in acts as ordinary as speech, smiles, or even grimaces. They become social currency precisely because we cannot hide them. Not easily, not for long.

Modern America isn’t exempt from this logic. Our dental interventions of whitening, straightening and alignment, are rituals no less symbolic than ohaguro or potong gigi, even if we prefer not to frame them as such. We believe, often implicitly, that teeth function as credentials for the face carrying an enormous social payload. Straight teeth suggest affluence, discipline, responsible parenting, good health insurance, while crooked or yellowing teeth imply neglect, chaos, or poverty. When a molar cracks quietly in your mouth, the question isn't merely what happened. It's what moral or social failing allowed it to occur.

Yet biology itself doesn’t moralize decay, it simply allows it. Your enamel can be immaculate and still succumb to chance. You can floss with zeal and still fracture a tooth overnight. But culturally, we rarely recognize dental collapse as mere bad luck. We see it as confession.

So we intervene. We bleach, cap, sculpt. Not because biology demands perfection, but because culture demands performance. The mouth is both interface and advertisement, the intersection of biology and expectation.

A smile is one of the most intensely curated gestures in modern life. In certain cultures such as Russia and Japan, excessive smiling reads as disingenuous or socially inappropriate. In others, particularly America, failure to smile may be interpreted as a social failing. This is a lot to ask of a set of calcium spires evolved for tearing roots and meat.

This symbolic function isn't universal, but it’s ubiquitous. Different cultures may disagree about what teeth should represent: virtue or vanity, submission or strength. But nearly all agree that they represent something important. To neglect them is to fall out of step with the tribe. For a product review that’s not a flaw, that’s market dominance.



4. Institutional Blind Spots: The Body Ends at the Gums

Teeth occupy a liminal zone in healthcare: too cosmetic for medicine, too medical for cosmetics. They are structurally neglected even as they shape our social identity and impact systemic health. Our institutions didn’t resolve this contradiction, instead they enshrined it.

In the United States, dental insurance typically exists as an optional separate rider. It’s capped at around $1,500 annually, a figure barely adjusted since 1972 despite healthcare inflation exceeding 700%. Basic preventive services? Mostly covered. But anything structural, such as crowns, implants, orthodontics, rapidly exhausts coverage limits. The clear implication: your teeth aren’t strictly "health". They’re optional attachments. Luxury bones.

But the body doesn't respect arbitrary insurance carve-outs.

Consider a dental abscess. Even severe infections, causing facial swelling, fever, and escalating cellulitis, rarely qualify for coverage under traditional medical insurance. An emergency department will likely prescribe antibiotics, painkillers, and instructions to "see a dentist." No dentist available, affordable, or in-network? You’re sent home with a handout and worsening infection. That is, until it becomes severe enough to cross an invisible threshold.

That threshold appears when bacteria escape the jaw and enter systemic circulation, infecting heart valves, invading the airway, or seeding deep tissues. Suddenly, a formerly "cosmetic" abscess becomes a systemic medical crisis. The patient is hospitalized, treated with intravenous antibiotics, and may require open-heart surgery along with tens of thousands of dollars in medical care. At this point, the dental origin of infection is finally acknowledged as a medical emergency.

Our healthcare system treats oral health as preventive care in reverse. We subsidize statins to reduce cardiac risk. We monitor precancerous lesions to prevent tumors before they form. But with oral health, the logic flips. We wait until structural collapse becomes undeniable, and only then do we intervene. The goal is not to restore teeth, but to contain the collateral damage.

Orthodontics illustrates this perversely well. Slightly crooked teeth are deemed cosmetic until they trigger chronic jaw pain, speech impediments, or soft-tissue trauma. Even then, coverage remains elusive until an arbitrary threshold of severity is crossed, often requiring pediatric Medicaid eligibility and radiographic proof. A misaligned jaw doesn’t wait for actuarial approval. It just keeps damaging itself until someone calls it medically necessary. Mechanical breakdown is a prerequisite to financial support.

This false binary between cosmetic vanity and medical necessity isn’t clinical; it’s cultural. Teeth are uniquely visible, and therefore their failure is performative. A rotting molar isn’t merely a health issue; it’s interpreted as a public sign of neglect or poverty. Institutions penalize visibility by treating most preventive care as elective vanity. Yet, simultaneously, society demands visible dental perfection as baseline social currency.

The deeper problem isn’t neglect, it’s equilibrium. Most people already pay out of pocket, and do so without organized resistance. Insurers have no reason to expand coverage for a service that patients tolerate paying for. Meanwhile, professional bodies like the American Dental Association have long opposed integrating dental care into Medicare. And because dental crises are urgent, unsubsidized, and often agonizing, they don’t lend themselves to market discipline. No one compares quotes with a swollen face. The system persists not because it works, but because it doesn’t quite collapse.

We've constructed a healthcare model where the mouth is marketized but never fully medicalized, where function and appearance are intertwined yet administratively severed, and where social participation hinges on the concealment of inevitable anatomical wear.

This isn't merely bureaucratic oversight. It's cultural belief enacted into policy: the body ends at the gums. Until inevitably it doesn't, and by then it's usually too late to save the tooth.



5. The Dream of Collapse

The most common anxiety dream in the world is not drowning, or falling, or being chased.

It’s your teeth, coming loose. You wake up probing each molar with your tongue, half-certain the loss was real. The relief is immediate, but beneath it is recognition.

Teeth are the body’s first quiet betrayal. They don’t heal. They don’t regenerate. Once gone they leave a permanent aperture, not just in the jaw but in the self. A vacancy. A truth.

Psychologists call it a dream of powerlessness or exposure. Freud, predictably, framed it as castration. But maybe it’s simpler than that. Maybe the dream is just honest: a reminder that the body is a temporary arrangement of matter, and that we are already beginning to fall apart.

We joke about the dentist. We dread the chair, the bright light, the instruments.

But the real fear isn’t just pain. It’s inspection. It’s being read. A dentist doesn’t just treat you; they reveal you. Your mouth becomes evidence. You lie back and someone tells you, gently, how long you’ve been failing.

So maybe the dream isn’t an omen. Maybe it’s practice, a quiet rehearsal for the losses we aren’t ready to name.

Teeth don’t lie. They speak first, and they speak plainly. And what they tell us, night after night, in silence, is that the collapse has already begun.



6. The Endgame of Teeth: Persistence and the Illusion of Wholeness

Teeth today are high-maintenance symbols. Like legacy software we can't retire, they demand constant patching and anxious vigilance. Twice-daily brushing, nightly flossing, retainers, guards, crowns, implants. Quiet rituals performed before bathroom mirrors to maintain the illusion of permanence.

But teeth don't fail quietly. They send flares of pain along nerves wired directly into consciousness. A cracked molar can rewrite your life around the axis of pain. For teeth, subtlety is useless.

And yet, once structural failure sets in, we don’t stop. We crown and cap and bridge. We reconstruct what was lost, not to restore function, but to preserve form. The mouth becomes less an organ than a stage set, a performance of intactness atop a vanished foundation.

Somehow, it works. We eat, we smile, we pass. Teeth become not just anatomy but dignity, scaffolding for a self presented to the world.

The tragedy isn’t that they fail. It’s that their failure breaks the illusion we were meant to believe: that biology was ever permanent, that upkeep could outrun entropy.

Teeth remind us what the body is: temporary architecture, constantly patched, inevitably crumbling. We cover the cracks with porcelain and smiles.


Notes


[1]

Technically, there’s some archaeological evidence that Paleolithic humans used primitive toothpicks. But these were likely for dislodging mammoth jerky, not part of a twice-daily preventive care routine endorsed by proto-dental hygienists.






Bukele

The World’s Coolest Dictator.

Close your eyes and imagine this:


‘Some kind of best-case-scenario version of Trump who wants to purge all of the institutions in a creepy strongmannish way but is also competent, honest, and preserves a fig leaf of rule of law’. [1]



Open your eyes: Meet the world’s ‘Coolest Dictator’, Bukele of El Salvador.

[image: ]Bukele at a surf contest in May 2021. Courtesy of Marvin Recinos / AFP

https://elcomercio.pe/mundo/centroamerica/nayib-bukele-los-dos-anos-del-presidente-de-el-salvador-en-el-poder-apoyo-popular-y-reproche-internacional-noticia/

What?

This is a non-Book review of Bukele’s rise and his presidency. At the time of writing, he has been making the rounds on the English internet as a new Viktor Orbán: Loved by the right, hated by the left. However, he himself would rather be seen as the new Lee Kuan Yew.

As a good Bayesian, you should know by the end of this review whether to adjust your worldview to become more Bukele-pilled, or more Bukele-skeptic.



In 2021, Alexander Scott wrote that Bukele might one day make a great Dictator Book Club entry [2]. Four years later, there still aren’t any non-hagiographical biographies on Amazon. Luckily for me, I need none, because I’ve witnessed the fall of the Republic myself:


	In 2012, one of my high school classmates was already a Bukele fan, back when he was just a small-town mayor. Now, that classmate is part of the Bukelist ‘New Ideas’ Party.

	In 2017, a pro-Bukele college group (Team Nayib) tried to recruit me. The classmate who approached me is now a congresswoman for ‘New Ideas’. Another became a mayor.

	In 2022, I attended a farewell party for the wife of a journalist – the couple was preparing to self-exile due to a scholarship abroad. They were not planning to return.



So, did I courageously fight in defense of the Republic? Or did I jump in the Bukelist bandwagon to enact ‘change’ – and harness power and wealth for myself?

Neither.

In high school, I was a firm believer that “Nothing Ever Happens” (before it was a meme). In college, I was a firm believer that if my country took the one-way ticket to dictatorship, we were more likely to end up in Turkey than in Singapore. I couldn’t support the corrupt Ancién Regime either. So instead of protesting, I became an electoral observer, where I could witness with my own eyes that the elections were the textbook definition of ‘free-but-not-fair’.

Now, in the early years of my career, when I’m trying to start a family and not get displaced by the increasing unaffordable housing market, I’m tired of believing firmly. I want to ‘make things happen’.

But the best that I can do is this: Review Bukele, for the entertainment of a wealthier, foreign audience.



That might be better than it sounds:

As I write this, the destiny of a real country is in the hands of a man who has been trying to become the modern-day Lee Kuan Yew - and who is known for marketing his country to rich foreigners [3]: First, to the libertarian-adjacent Bitcoin community, to whom he gave Bitcoin as legal tender; and then, to the MAGA right, to whom he gave CECOT.

Instead, we need to get Bukele (or his brothers) to notice the Silicon Valley based rationalist community. If we got the ratsphere talking about how to turn El Salvador into a software hub and an ‘economic miracle’, we might actually influence policy in an actually-existing government, and nudge it into a more efficient, less-authoritarian direction.

Then, if the rationalists can get El Salvador to actually achieve the good ‘Singapore’-ending, instead of the bad ‘Turkey’-ending, this would be great for my home country. It could also be great for the rationalists, as it might translate into greater political influence inside America.

I. INTRODUCTION

Understanding El Salvador seems pretty straightforward:


	The country used to be a military dictatorship from 1929 – 1979, and it took a brutal, 12-year-long, Civil War to shake off its last remnants.

	In 1992, the war ended and El Salvador was officially recognized as a democracy. But much like the Weimar Republic, our democracy was a failure: corrupt, slow-growing, unequal, and riddled with crime.

	In 2019, after three uninterrupted decades of rule by parties born out of the Civil War, my country seemingly voted to turn itself back into a dictatorship, but a civilian-led one this time. Progress!



Reality is more complex than this, but only slightly.

***

By 2019, as some people were openly calling for a return to the military dictatorship, Bukele looked like the opposite: A cool young politician who had managed to bring crime down on his small town without militarization, while also promoting youth sports and urban art (rap, skaters, graffitti). Many of my center-left classmates saw him as an Obama figure.

During the 2019–2021 period, when the sclerotic opposition-controlled Congress tried to pull the same obstructionist playbook that the GOP pulled on Obama, Bukele fully embraced the tough-on-crime and institution-smashing role that the people demanded.

Back in 2019, some people had warned that Bukele’s disdain for the norms were foretelling of authoritarian tendencies. When Bukele first called himself ‘The World’s Coolest Dictator’, he was trying to mock those Cassandras: Contrasting the idea of ‘Coolness’ and children smiling, versus the idea of ‘Dictatorship’ and tyranny.

I didn’t believe those Cassandras. Neither, apparently, did the prestigious journal El Faro: In the 2019 elections, they seemed to endorse Bukele with a favorable interview, while criticizing the conservative La Prensa Gráfica for its blatant bias toward the right-wing billionaire candidate. Think NYT vs WSJ.

But by 2022, El Faro had become one of Bukele’s fiercest critics. And by 2023, they had self-exiled to Costa Rica—one of the few opposition voices still standing.



In hindsight, was ‘The World’s Coolest Dictator” actually playing 4-D chess, trying to shift the Overton window into ‘maybe we should actually elect him as dictator’? No one knows.

A ‘dictator’ was, originally, a position in the Roman Republic: A man who suspended Constitutional liberties and took complete power, as a response to an emergency or war. In 2022, Bukele effectively became a ‘dictator’, at least according to this original definition.

The war was internal, against the gangs.

[image: ]Pictured: Mejicanos Massacre, 2010. credit: BBC.
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II. EL SALVADOR’S BACKGROUND.

All you need to know El Salvador’s history is in Matt Lakeman’s excellent massive blogpost ‘Notes on El Salvador’. [4]

If you read it, you will see statistics similar to these.


	
On Corruption:


	Out of the 6 presidents in the post-Civil War period, one is in jail for corruption; two died while being investigated for corruption; two more have self-exiled while they stand accused of corruption; and the remaining one died before he could be formally accused of corruption. [5]





	
On the Economy:


	After the end of the Civil War (early 1992) until 2019, El Salvador grew at a pathetic average of 2.1% / year, which is less then the so-called ‘Hindu rate of growth’ of 3% / year. [6]

	In 2011, the Obama administration got together a group of technocrats to decipher: ‘Why doesn’t El Salvador grow? How can we make it grow to keep them from sending their people to America?’ What was the conclusion of these geniuses? It was all about crime. [7].





	
On Crime:


	In 2010, a faction of the 18th Street Gang (18-Revolucionarios) burned down two passenger buses in a working-class neighborhood, killing 19 of them, including women and children. This was known as the Mejicanos massacre [8]

	In 2015, El Salvador became ‘the world’s murder capital’, by reaching the highest murder rate outside of a war zone.

	Between 2015 and 2019, there was a sort of ‘asymmetrical war’ between the gangs and the State, which managed to gradually decrease the murder rate, at the cost of extrajudicial executions carried not by the gangs, but by the police, such as the San Blas massacre. [9]









In this period, the “vibes” were as bad as the statistics would have you believe. El Salvador truly felt like a real-life Gotham City.

In the words of a taxi driver: “La vida no vale nada en este país” (Life is worthless in this country). Back in 2016, this was especially true for the working class, who began to openly call for the return of the military dictatorship, or for someone like the Philippines' Duterte.

Sure, dictatorship is bad, but if you will literally likely die soon anyways, you might as well just burn it all down.

My own college classmates, who were otherwise very liberal people, felt betrayed by the government providing free food and healthcare to inmates, while the social-security net for the working class remained anemic, almost nonexistent.

Our resentment against the elites worsened after it was revealed by El Faro that both major political parties had bribed the gangs with money in exchange for the votes of their neighborhoods in the 2014 election.

In other countries, the criminals bribe the politicians; in El Salvador, the politicians bribed the gangs.



By the late 2010’s the Salvadoran population itself became one of the most disillusioned with democracy in Latin America [10]. But hope remained in the form of one man.

A savior.

III. THE RISE TO POWER.

When Bukele first stepped into politics, he seemed like the modern-day Bruce Wayne: The ‘cool’ young heir of a millionaire family who, when he wasn’t busy in the club, he was busy trying to stop crime.

The Bukele family was part of a significant group of migrants who had come from modern-day Palestine, back when it was still in the Ottoman Empire. Even if many of these migrants had made it big as merchants, they still suffered discrimination coming from the traditional ‘oligarchy’ due to their ethnic origin. The Bukele family was singularly hit by this discrimination because they, unlike other Christian or Jewish Palestinians, were actually muslim. As a result, the Bukele were special amongst the millionaires for their sympathy to the left-wing party, the FMLN.

Bukele himself studied law at a prestigious, left-leaning university, before dropping out to run the private business of his family - which included a nightclub. Eventually, he found his calling in marketing, which led him to run several campaigns of the FMLN.

In his thirties, he had enough of running campaigns for other people, and decided to run under the FMLN flag as mayor of a small town. He, like Erdogan and Modi, ‘did good jobs as administrators, plus had the PR skills to make it look like they did an even better job than they did’.

He successfully marketed himself as the herald of a renewed, rejuvenated El Salvador:


	The name of the town, Nuevo Cuscatlán, means ‘New El Salvador’. [11]

	Instead of using the colors of his party, he adopted a bright cyan, which if you squint kind of looks like a more energetic, youthful, version of the national colors: Blue and white.

	The logo of the town, a bright ‘N’ inside a circle, could be interpreted either as being the initial of his first name, ‘Nayib’; or the initial of what was then his movement ‘Nuevas Ideas’.



On the one hand, he tried to appeal to moderate voters by promoting the need for national unity across the political spectrum to face the challenges that the country was facing. After all, even if was a left-winger, his family were millionaires, so many people doubted that he would implement ‘21st century socialism’. He  also marketed himself to the predominantly Christian population by portraying himself as a bearded, Christian 30-year-old, whose family literally came from Bethlehem.

On the other hand, he also retained the support of his base by proclaiming that he was a left-winger at heart, praising Marx, Chavez, and Castro. And also by picking up fights against the right-wing newspaper, La Prensa Gráfica.

Much like India’s Modi, the attacks of the right-wing media on him were ‘so vicious and baseless that they made ordinary Salvadorans, who didn’t like or trust them, think he was on their side’. Bukele incentivized that animosity by attacking the right-wing newspapers for not paying taxes [12].

But most importantly, he actually governed well: His small town truly did have low crime, and like India’s Modi, he had ‘a reputation as the least corrupt person in the Salvadoran government’.

From my viewpoint, his big break came from what I call trashgate: In 2014, the garbage collectors in Mejicanos (another locality inside the metropolitan area) were on strike against the right-wing mayor, leading to trash accumulating on the streets. Bukele went ahead and, alongside another mayor, literally cleaned up the streets. This established his reputation as a young politician who rejected outdated rules in favor of ‘Getting Shit Done’. [13]

His meteoric rise continued by getting elected as mayor of the capital, just three years after having started his political career. There, he undertook the seemingly titanic task of revitalizing the historic downtown, which had become synonymous with crime, dirt, and poverty.

He managed to ‘clean up’ a lot of the downtown without violence, partly by creating a new market where he relocated several of the street sellers, and partly by just breaking historic conservation laws that his own party had passed. This solidified his reputation as the institution-smasher who could ‘Get Shit Done’.

In hindsight, we now know that by this period, Bukele’s people were negotiating with the gangs: Carlos Marroquin, a city official, would provide the gangs with favorable spots on the new market meant for street sellers, in exchange for the gangs diminishing murders downtown. As a result, the gangs were very favorable towards Bukele, even if they grew more hostile against what was then his party, the left-wing FMLN.

What was Bukele 's alias in these illegal negotiations? Batman. [14]

[image: ]Pictured: Bukele in 2023 touring the National Library.

Source: https://www.youtube.com/live/9SMTnbnzReU?si=ljnHqwI6qwFF0ydB&t=747



In fact, the more popular Bukele became, the more he fell out of favor with the FMLN. Eventually it became obvious that the left-wing party wouldn’t give him the nomination for the next presidential election. He intensified his criticism, which eventually led to him being expelled.

In late 2017 it was far from obvious whether Bukele could win with a third party, even if he was the most popular politician:


	First, he started organizing his own party, but he couldn’t register it by the deadline.

	Then, in 2018, he attempted to use the center-left Cambio Democrático party, only to have the Supreme Court cancel this party due to their low vote share in the past election. This was a shameless power-grab by the Supreme Court.

	At the last possible minute, he joined the center-right GANA party. This was a party which, unlike the 2018 Bukele, had always defended socially conservative and tough-on-crime measures, even while being one of the most notoriously corrupt parties itself. The American embassy had described it as ‘a party for sale’.



If GANA was a party for sale, Bukele had the money, and he bought them: He successfully rebranded the party, changing its colors to a darkened version of the Bukelist cyan. Yet, at least one of my left-wing friends decided not to vote for Bukele because of this switch.

In the end, the attempts by the Supreme Court to block him may feel justified in hindsight, but they actually backfired, by making him even more popular. Forcing him to join the right-wing GANA party might have been beneficial too, as this party had a presence in the rural areas, where Bukele was weaker.



Near the midnight of February 3rd, 2019, Bukele surprised the entire country by winning the 2019 presidency with a landslide 53.1% of the vote. My entire family and myself weren’t surprised that he won, we were surprised that won in the first round.

It was the end of an era, and the dawn of a new day.

IV. THE DICTATORIAL POWER-GRAB.

The new President seeked to staff the entire executive branch of the government with loyalists who actually knew how to govern. This was seemingly something hard to do, given that he had alienated both formerly major parties.

So, what did mr. President do?

He ended up relying on former friends and associates. Much like in Hungary, ‘the rank order of how rich and powerful you are in today’s El Salvador, and the rank order of how close you sat to Bukele in the cafeteria of his elite high school, are more similar than anyone has a right to expect.’

Bukele moved on to shamelessly run the government-owned TV Station and radio channel as propaganda. More importantly, he created a new Government newspaper, ‘Diario El Salvador’. In theory, this newspaper was meant to be run ‘as a private enterprise’, creating a profit and paying taxes. In reality, by selling it at $0.25, it seemed like the actual purpose was to undercut all competing newspapers. In El Salvador some of the media -but not all- saw ‘which way the winds were blowing’ and voluntarily self-censored.

Next: The police and military. Recruitment was increased with the objective of doubling the size of the military over the next 5-year period. The police officers over 60-years-of-age were forced to retire. For those who remained, Bukele doubled their salary.

The last part, coupled with the fact that the already-diminishing murder rate continued to plummet from the very day he took office, meant that Bukele had earned the enduring loyalty of the entire State repressive apparatus.

In hindsight, we see that he also had the loyalty of the gangs, who saw in Bukele a more constructive way out of the asymmetrical warfare that had been the norm during the previous administration. Now, I believe that the goal of the gangs during this 2019 - 2022 period was to evolve into a more ‘sophisticated’ and less self-destructive criminal organization; while the goal of the government was to bite their time until they could effectively destroy them.

At the same time, Bukele’s public rhetoric morphed to one of complete warfare against the gangs: He closed off all communication between the jails and the outer world. He ‘mixed’ the members of different gangs. He destroyed the graffiti and defaced the tombs of gang members. He praised the police and army as ‘heroes’, while decrying Human Rights defenders as ‘defenders of criminals’.



Then came the turning point. On February 9, 2020, Bukele summoned Congress to discuss a security loan. When opposition deputies refused to show up, he entered Congress with armed soldiers on live TV. He prayed, sat in the president’s chair, and hinted at dissolving the Legislative branch. In the end, he decided to wait for the next elections, to defeat the opposition in the ballot boxes.

That day, I retweeted a quote from the opposition, decrying what had happened as an attempted autogolpe. In the following weeks, I learned that the public largely supported it:  It proved to them that Bukele wasn’t ‘just another politician’, and that congressmen were “lazy” people who wouldn’t work on weekends.

When Covid came, El Salvador swiftly became one of the most hawkish pro-lockdown governments, going as far as ignoring Supreme Court rulings against the lockdown, affirming that to obey them would be like ‘murdering Salvadorans’.

The following year, Bukele’s ‘New Ideas’ Party won the 2021 legislative elections with a landslide 66.5% of the popular vote. The Bukelist vote share actually increased from the 2019 election on every single ‘departamento’. This was enough for his party to achieve a ⅔ ‘supermajority’ in congress, and not have to rely on the opposition for governance.

The new legislature’s first move: remove Supreme Court justices, replacing them with loyalists. Checks and balances were gone overnight.

I went back to my retweet that was critical of Bukele’s autogolpe, and promptly deleted it. I haven’t posted publicly about politics ever since.



Alexander Scott argues that ‘all dictators get their start by discovering some loophole in the democratic process.’ What Bukele found was that he could just win all the votes and acquire all the power.

Other dictators, like Erdogan, had to find innovative ways in which to ‘hack the checks-and-balances system requiring 2/3 majorities’. Bukele found the best hack of all: To just actually win, at least once. That was all he needed to gerrymander his way into earning supermajorities, seemingly forever:


	In the 2019 election, Bukele earned 53.1% of the vote. In 2021, his party won 66.5% of the popular vote, which led to a ⅔ supermajority.

	In 2024, Bukele himself increased his vote share to 84.7%, but his Party underperformed at 70.6% of the vote. However, his party now commands 90% of the Congress, due to gerrymandering.



Bukele then launched an ‘anti-corruption’ campaign targeting rivals, including former San Salvador mayor Ernesto ‘Neto’ Muyshondt— who lost the 2021 elections, and was arrested a few months later. By 2023, his mind had deteriorated so much because of his imprisonment, that he was transferred to the psychiatric hospital.

In this way, El Salvador is becoming like Singapore, at least in becoming a one-party-state.

[image: ]Pictured: The equivalent of a State of The Union Address.

Source: https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/node/11257



How did the local ‘oligarchy’ react to these abuses of power? By jumping into the Bukele bandwagon:

During the pandemic, Bukele met with the wealthiest businessmen in order to coordinate the lockdowns. In the collective imagination, that was the day when the oligarchy ‘descended from Olympus’ and seemingly made peace with Bukelism.

After the pandemic, Carlos Calleja, the right-wing billionaire who had competed against Bukele back in 2019, had made so much money that his business group could afford to buy the South American ‘Grupo Exito’ for over a billion dollars, in one of the largest transactions of Latin America. Roberto Kriete, possibly the wealthiest man of the country, recently inaugurated a new engineering-focused University, and Bukele himself gave the opening speech.



So, during the 2019 – 2022 period, Bukele took effective control of:


	The media.

	The police and military.

	Congress.

	The courts.



It turns out that the real superpower was being basically-an-elected-monarch all along.

Then and only then, with the tacit blessing of the oligarchy, he managed to successfully crackdown on the gangs.

In 2022, Batman killed Bruce Wayne.

V. BETWEEN TURKEY AND SINGAPORE.

2024 - present

In 2024, Bukele seemed to be surfing on success:


	He consolidated absolute power.

	He basically won the war on gangs.

	He successfully re-elected himself for the 2024 - 2029 period.



However, he had only one problem: It’s the Economy, Stupid!

Back in 2021, he had tried to jumpstart the Salvadoran economy by promoting the country as a prime tourist destination for surfing, and establishing Bitcoin as legal tender. This had great success in increasing tourism, but less so in actually establishing a Bitcoin economy.

He eventually got distracted by the whole ‘war-on-gangs’ thing, but when that issue was solved, that gave rise to a real-estate boom. Yet the rest of the economy lagged far behind.

This meant that actual Salvadorans were facing both increasingly unaffordable housing as well as the post-Covid 19 inflation, with only meager increases in our incomes.

So, just like Erdogan did in the 2000s, Bukele asked himself ‘what would a real center-right President do?



Even if Bukele hasn't spent the past five years mangling the Constitution to make it impossible to ever not elect him, he probably still would have won elections in a landslide.

The moment where I knew that for sure was in 2022, when he went on national TV to denounce merchants for high food prices, threatening to ‘jail any merchant who charges above a certain amount’.

At that time, I was offended, yet several of my family members were relieved to see their suspicions that the merchants were ‘overcharging’ were seemingly justified. Later on, Bukele went on to not jail anyone, instead choosing to implement a government-subsidized farmer’s market.

This is the political genius of Bukele: To adopt a populist rhetoric like Chavez, but then going and adopting moderate, technocratic policies.  This approach has the triple benefit of:


	Increasing Bukele’s approval rating.

	Baiting the opposition into defending unpopular postures.

	Effectively avoiding the flaw of democracy in which candidates can ‘temporarily increase their popularity by doing things which are popular even though they’re bad ideas’.



Maybe this is because, unlike Chavez, Bukele doesn’t have ‘enough oil money to defy gravity for a very long time’ [15].

After winning the 2024 re-election in a landslide, he proclaimed that his next challenge was to jumpstart the economy. To do this, he has recently been approved on a long-negotiated IMF loan that will hopefully see the Government reach fiscal sustainability without sacrificing long-term investing in infrastructure.



Ironically, as Bukele adopted more moderate, center-right positions, he became more well known abroad as a far-right leader.

And, just like Orbán, ‘it also catapulted him to fame in the wider world. Rightists across the continent began hailing him as the savior of Latin America, the man who stopped crime when no one else could. Now, Bukele started having grander plans, plans of becoming a beloved model for the world.’



So, is Bukele going the way of Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew, or of Turkey’s Erdogan?

Only time will tell. My intuition tells me that the difference between LKY and Erdogan will come down to whether Bukele succeeds at creating an ‘economic miracle’, or not.

[image: ]Pictured: San Salvador, a city under construction.

Source: https://republicainmobiliaria.com/editorial/el-salvador-inversiones-us1200-millones/

VI. COULD IT HAPPEN IN AMERICA?

Absolutely

First, our aspiring dictator needs to ‘Get Shit Done’.

Which means he (or she) needs to get power in a small region and prove that you can solve a problem that no one else at the national level has been able to solve. This could mean going to Detroit and solving crime. Or it could mean going to San Francisco and solving homelessness, as the current mayor seems to be doing. Or going to the midwest and solving the opioid crisis.

The most important thing is to do this in a non-authoritarian, compassionate way, because that would give permission to all Americans to support this man.

Second, the dictator needs to position himself as a moderate.

Remember that the dictator wants to take over ⅔ of the votes in order to change the laws. It’s not enough to do as Trump did and take complete control of one party, because there are some people who would never vote for that party.

I believe that in a system so resilient as America, what separates an aspiring dictator from a ‘normal’ President is that the dictator needs to create his own third-party that he controls completely, which is actually capable of contesting the national elections.

You might think that it’s impossible for a third party to win nationally in America. So did Bukele. By the time that he came into the political scene, the bases of both major political parties had become fed-up with the establishment.

Getting expelled instead of resigning was key: In the 2019 election people saw him as an outsider and a fighter against the establishment, despite the fact that by then, he had been in politics for almost a decade.

It’s not enough to just ‘stand there and be worthy of absolute power’, as Curtis Yarvin would argue. You also need to actively harness the forces that want to give you power.

Third, our aspiring dictator needs to harness the power of the Presidency to acquire absolute power.

The key pillar of Bukele’s power was basically ‘bribing’ the military and police by literally doubling their salary, which used to be close to the minimum wage. But it wasn’t just about the money: Bukele made the police and military feel proud of themselves. He publicly called them ‘heroes’, and attributed to them the decline in homicides.

In comparison, the US Armed Forces seem to be already well-paid, and to have a lot of respect for America's 200-year old Constitution. Also, El Salvador is a 6 million people country with one national police force. America is a 300+ million people country with a different police force in each major city, so it would be even more difficult to capture their loyalty.

Fourth, our dictator’s new political party needs to win supermajorities in Congress, and immediately use that power to pack the Court.

In El Salvador, the Supreme Court was indeed worried that Bukele would try to impeach them, but they never expected it to be literally the first thing that the New Ideas Congress did.

When it finally happened, the Salvadoran Supreme Court already had a draft ruling making their own impeachment illegal, but they struggled to communicate it because the Government had already taken control of the Supreme Court’s website, social media, and even their building.

In the subsequent days, the Government intensified the pressure on the Supreme Court Judges to resign, by doing things like having the cops show up at their home and giving them barely veiled threats against their ill family members. Eventually, they all resigned.

This was a blitzkrieg that surprised the old Supreme Court, and it was only made possible by its speed. Similarly, the 2022 crackdown on gangs was also a stab-in-the-back of the gangs.

The only thing that might make this difficult in America is the fact that no single election can deliver a majority in the Senate. However, the capitulation of the GOP Senators to MAGA is unsettling.

Fifth, this aspiring dictator needs to prove that he can ‘Get Shit Done’ on the national level, too.

Many readers of the Dictator Book Club are familiarized with the idea that dictators basically ‘hack’ the laws in order to make it impossible for their own party to win. However, what isn’t obvious is that this would be accompanied by massive protests and repression, unless the dictator is proving that he can ‘Get Shit Done’.

There will always be some people who are willing to protest against dictators, even if it’s risky. But this is less likely if the new regime is perceived as objectively better than the old, because then, the ‘revolutionary freedom-fighters’ will be perceived as ‘reactionaries ’protesting in favor of the ‘old’ establishment.

Finally, the aspiring dictator can never let his guard down.

Being dictator is a curse, not only for your nation, but for yourself as well.

During all of this essay, I’ve been referring to Bukele through his self-styled ‘World’s Coolest Dictator’ moniker. But, much like Hugo Chavez, it isn’t clear how much of an actual dictator he is.

Personally, I refer to Bukele as ‘Schrödinger’s Dictator’: If he loses elections, is he ever going to pull-off a Maduro and turn the State machinery used for the war on gangs against his own citizenship? We might never know, because he could just always win all elections for real.

I’m not going to deny that Bukele has already used lawfare against his political enemies, such as ‘Neto’ Muyshondt. However, there still remains a fig leaf of ‘due process’. After all, Neto was obviously a corrupt politician, who is literally on-tape negotiating cash-for-votes with the gangs.

Contrast that to what El Salvador experienced before and during the Salvadoran Civil War: The military literally shooting protestors on-sight, opposition activists executed by death squads. Nothing of that sort has happened. Yet.



If this all looks like a very tiring job, it’s because it is: Bukele recently published that he only sleeps ‘two hours’ a day.

Maybe what separates a dictator from a leader is their laziness. It must be easier to just suspend all elections, as in China, and just focus on governing; instead of actually competing.

Luckily, Bukele is young: He seems to enjoy the thrill of fighting, as long as he always keeps an ace up his sleeve.



VI. A VISION FOR THE FUTURE.

So, should you be more Bukele-skeptic, or more Bukele-pilled?

Neither. Instead, you should become more Bukele-curious, as I have over the last 3 years [16].

I believe that my nation is currently at an inflection point: Bukele could either become more like Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew, or more like Turkey’s Erdogan; and I will become more or less Bukele-pilled depending on which direction he takes.

If you want to know how I plan to measure this, and to forecast the future of Salvadoran democracy, then you should help me win the contest so that I can pitch Scott on future posts.

After all, if Bukele proves to be more like Erdogan, then I’ll be taking a real material risk just by writing this review which acknowledges the gang truce as real. That’s a risk that I’m not willing to take without the protective mantle of pseudonymity.



History hasn’t ended yet. We can take part in writing it ourselves. Maybe that’s what true democracy looks like.


Notes


[1]

Thanks to Scott Alexander for gifting me the perfect intro with this comment: https://www.astralcodexten.com/p/moldbug-sold-out/comment/115152269



[2]

Over the course of this essay, I will quote liberally from Scott’s previous ‘Dictator’ series, without writing the URL, only referencing the Dictator itself. This is an exception because it’s not one of the Dictator series: https://www.astralcodexten.com/p/model-city-monday-12621

Almost four years later, the “Volcano Bonds” have failed to materialize, and the idea of Bitcoin City remains a dream.



[3]

The Wall Street Journal affirms that Bukele “comes from a marketing background” and has been quite skillful at using social media to rebrand both his country, and himself. https://youtu.be/vZAPzdvOIg4?si=ekfI3ErEAV8MMW4z&t=162.



[4]

As a Salvadoran, I found this essay quite complete and accurate in many aspects. https://mattlakeman.org/2024/03/30/notes-on-el-salvador/



[5]

In jail: Antonio ‘Tony’ Saca, from ARENA. Died while being investigated: Francisco Flores and Mauricio Funes, from right-wing ARENA and left-wing FMLN, respectively. Self-exiled: Alfredo Cristiani and Salvador Sánchez Cerén, the first president from ARENA and the last president of the FMLN, respectively. Dead before he could be accused: Armando Calderón Sol, ARENA.



[6]

For the ‘Hindu rate of growth’, I took Scott’s estimate on the Modi essay. For the El Salvador data, I took the World Bank estimate starting from 1992, given that the Civil War ended in January of that year.  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD.ZG?end=2019&locations=SV&start=1992.



[7]

From the report: “The Team has arrived at consensus that El Salvador‘s growth seems to face at least two binding constraints: crime and security, and low productivity of the tradables sector”.

If an economist claims slow economic growth is explained by low productivity, then that’s just like a doctor claiming that the cause of death is that “the heart stopped beating”. The full report used to be available at USAID, but it got DOGE’d, so instead it can be accessed here:  https://dataspace.princeton.edu/bitstream/88435/dsp017w62fb59v/1.



[8]

I remember this well: It happened on a Sunday evening, and the next day at my private school everybody was talking about it. The next Saturday, when I went to French classes, everybody was still talking about it. It felt like a display of savagery worthy of a medieval society, and it shocked the entire country, from the lower to the upper classes.

In fact, it was this very massacre the one that got the Salvadoran government to officially proclaim all gang-members as “terrorists”, with a law whose purpose was to make possible a gang crackdown similar to what Bukele would actually do in 2022. However, the Supreme Court made it impossible because it deemed such a crackdown to be… unconstitutional. Over a decade later, Bukele would go on to simply suspend the constitutional. English wikipedia page here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mejicanos_massacre.



[9]

El Faro spent years revealing crime both on the streets and in government. Now, Bukele attacks them by arguing that, with the plummeting crime rate, they are “out of a job”, much like a doctor who finds himself in a world without diseases.

I still find El Faro to be an excellent news source, but it does have an undeniable editorial bias. Notice that one of the journalists in the source below is ‘Roberto Valencia’, who seems to have been ‘pushed out’ of the journal because he opposed the extreme anti-Bukele editorial line that El Faro started to adopt from 2020 onwards.

2015 El Faro report on police brutality (pre-Bukele): https://salanegra.elfaro.net/es/201508/cronicas/17289/Police-Massacre-at-the-San-Blas-Farm.htm



[10]

From the ‘Journal of Democracy’: ‘By 2018, a remarkable 82.3 percent of Salvadorans said that there were no meaningful differences between Arena and the FMLN. Only 27.7 percent said they preferred democracy over any other type of government—the lowest percentage of any country that Latinobarómetro surveyed’ at https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/latin-america-erupts-millennial-authoritarianism-in-el-salvador.



[11]

Cuscatlán is sometimes used as another name for El Salvador, because it 's the nahuatl version of the indigenous name for much of the country. The actual indigenous name is ‘Kushkatan’, but the pronunciation that became mainstream is that of the native tribes who supported the Conquistadores.



[12]

The tax exemption of the newspapers is literally in our Constitution, justified on free speech grounds. Basically all of the newspapers have always been right-wing (the whole ‘military dictatorship’ thing wasn’t very good for the growth of alternative viewpoints), so this used to be basically a handout for right-wing propagandists.

However, during the post-Civil War period, a more moderate and professional journalist profession was starting to emerge. That wasn’t enough for Bukele’s populist campaign, which proposed (over Twitter) to exempt food staples from taxes, just like the newspapers were exempt. Currently, in the sixth year of Bukele’s presidency, those old tweets have largely been forgotten.



[13]

Sorry that there’s no English source, probably because it was mostly a local issue. However, it was this kind of headline-grabbing actions on issues that mattered to people, which were the key to Bukele’s popularity. Spanish source here: https://www.laprensagrafica.com/elsalvador/Alcades-enfrentados-por-recoleccion-de-basura-en-Mejicanos-20140704-0071.html.



[14]

You can watch the most recent reports here:

https://elfaro.net/en/202515/ef_tv/27825/charli-rsquo-s-confessions-interview-with-gang-leader-who-pacted-with-nayib-bukele



[15]

Bukele does seem desperate to find the equivalent of unlimited oil money: First, by adopting bitcoin, and later, by promoting gold mining.



[16]

Unless you look at Singapore and honestly believe that you’d rather die than live in such an authoritarian country, regardless of its standard of living. At that point, maybe you’re just against the very idea of authority itself.






Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare

At the turn of the millennium, there was an explosion of interest in World War 2. This was thanks to works like Steven Spielberg’s 1998 classic Saving Private Ryan and HBO’s 2001 television show Band of Brothers.

This had an impact on video gaming as well. 1999 saw the release of Medal of Honor, the studio behind it being co-founded by Spielberg himself. Others include 2005’s Brothers in Arms: The Road to Hill 30 and 2003’s Call of Duty.

By 2006, however, people were getting exhausted. It had been eight years since Spielberg’s masterpiece and the Western Front has been trodden to death. There was no interest in returning to Normandy, the French Bocage, Paris, etc. This isn’t to say that there were no other fronts depicted, but they were rare.

Accordingly, Call of Duty’s creators, studio Infinity Ward, approached publisher Activision with a new idea in 2006. If people were tired of a 50-year-old war, why not depict something modern? They weren’t the first to do this, several military FPS (first-person shooter) games had put the player in scenarios not out of place in recent history.

Infinity Ward, however, was asking for something different. They wanted to depict modern warfare…as seen on contemporary news media. The Iraq War was ongoing and there was plenty of footage to motivate the mind. Activision agreed, and so the studio got busy with creating a game based on the imagery shown in nightly reporting.

The result was 2007’s Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (CoD 4), a game that forever changed the franchise, the gaming sphere, and popular culture as a whole. Much of that stems from the game’s multiplayer innovations and iterations. My focus will not be on that, instead focusing on the game’s story and gameplay.

Just Another Day At the Office

[image: ]

Gaz: “Good news first, the world's in great shape. We've got a civil war in Russia, government loyalists against ultranationalist rebels, and 15,000 nukes at stake.”

Price: “Just another day at the office.”

CoD 4’s campaign begins with a British SAS team, led by one Captain Price, doing a status report. Right from the beginning, the game sets the mood perfectly. The background music as you get brought up to speed is tense and foreboding, reinforcing the idea that the world is on the brink of destruction, and one wrong move could see a lot of people dead. The visuals, meanwhile, consist of zooming into various parts of a globe, mirroring the kinds of images you see from satellites. In-universe videos are played as if taken from TV broadcasts.

In any case, the player takes the role of a new SAS operative joining Price’s team. After a short tutorial, the game starts its story proper by having Price’s team take off for the Bering Strait. Here, we find out that the British are helping the Russian government deal with the ultranationalists. Price and his team kill off any resistance before finding their desired package, only to have to flee when some ultranationalist-aligned MiG-29 fighter jets roar onto the scene and hit the ship with missiles. The team escapes with only the cargo manifest.

The next few missions are similar in nature - move in the dark, use silenced weapons, and kill rebellious Russians. Only rarely do you have straight firefights with the enemy. Instead, you kill them quietly or snipe them from a distance. Nor are you the primary fighting force. Reflecting your role as special ops, you back up the loyalist Russian forces in the area.

Once more, the music greatly enhances the experience. A mission might start with a foreboding feeling that makes it clear you’re about to get into something, then it’s just sounds of shooting, explosions, and screaming. Action sequences and timed events play to accentuate the urgent and chaotic nature of the moment, but there are many moments that you’ll be left alone with your thoughts.

The SAS go on to rescue an informant in the ultranationalist forces and make to flee for Germany, but their helicopter gets shot down. They manage to make their way to a new extraction point. In the climax of this part of the story, the player gets to control an AC-130 gunship to help the SAS escape.

[image: ]

This is where the game goes from great to amazing. There’s no music, just the diegetic sounds of the wind blowing past the frame, the propellers keeping the craft aloft, and the recoil from the powerful guns you have at your disposal.

It’s also where the discomfort begins for me and many others. Don’t misunderstand me, I’ve never been bothered by the fact that the military doesn’t fight fair against its enemies. But bereft of heroic or light-hearted music, I can’t wholly suppress the thought that I’m a god of death circling the battlefield, hurling divine wrath on those who can’t hope to fight back. Each pull of the trigger ends lives, and even if they’re the enemies, a sense of unease settles into some recess of my mind.

Shock And Awe

The game switches to an American perspective at this point. Here, the player character is one Sergeant Paul Jackson, a US Marine. His experience is one of power and superiority. The visuals show a large US fleet off the shore, and many helicopters ready to drop Marines and bombs on the enemy. The music doesn’t reassure you, though, retaining the leitmotif of death never being too far away. All this technology, all these soldiers, and your speakers will remind you that it only takes a stray bullet or unfortunate grenade to end your life.

[image: ]

Let’s rewind for a moment, though. Why is the US invading an unnamed country (cough Iraq)? That’s simple. Khaled Al-Asad is a Middle Eastern warlord who, at the start of the game, was seen victorious in the aftermath of his coup against the unnamed nation’s government. The audience sees part of this through a long introduction to the game that ends with that country’s president being executed on live TV.

The player is supposed to conclude that the US decided it was not a good idea for this to go unpunished, hence the need to invade. But this is never stated, and because the player has to arrive at that answer themselves, they might be more susceptible to not following up on the implicit argument that it actually is necessary to invade. In a brilliant analog to real life, you, the person sent off to war, don’t get an adequate justification for a full-scale invasion. The powers that be have decided that this warlord must be deposed, and thus you must turn a city into a battlefield. Mind you, this is probably not the game being calculating,  just skipping past the justifications.

The Marines have exactly one goal - find and capture Al-Asad. Once they land in Al-Asad’s capital, they quickly spread out and work their way through a TV station where it’s believed the man is broadcasting to the residents. This turns out to be a dead end, as it's just a pre-recorded broadcast. Jackson and his team are subsequently assigned to help an immobilized tank and its crew until the vehicle can be rescued from a bog. They fight through intense waves as the night passes in this burning warzone of a city, utilizing night vision goggles that give you that iconic green vision.
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They save the tank’s crew, and all is good by the next morning. After more fighting, they are picked up by helicopters taking them to the next fight. Al-Asad’s been located again. What’s more, there is now a suspicion that he has a nuclear warhead.

A perceptive player will notice the strong contrast between the visuals and music. On-screen, you see countless US fighter jets, helicopters, and tanks destroying the defenses between them and Al-Asad’s palace. The speed of their operations is dizzying, already running at lightning pace before the suspicion of a nuke being present. The music, however, takes a far more tense and foreboding tone at the start. You gain no confidence from hearing this auditory equivalent to seeing a person gasp and watch intensely to see what happens next.

Anyway, the marines continue to fight through more waves of soldiers, but they don’t get very far before they need to get picked up again. Higher command had NEST (Nuclear Emergency Support Team) teams sent in when they got word of this warhead and one of those teams has reported seeing a possible nuclear device. For safety, everyone’s being pulled away to the east.

Unfortunately, a friendly Cobra helicopter goes down due to an enemy missile, but the pilot survives. Higher command warns that if they try to rescue, they won’t be far enough away to be safe, but the US doesn’t leave anyone behind, so the Marines land and manage to get the wounded pilot to safety.

Everything’s good, the game auto-saves, so we can sit back, take a breath, and-

“All U.S. forces, be advised, we have a confirmed nuclear threat in the city. NEST teams are on site and attempting to disarm. I repeat, we have a confirmed nu-”
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The shock wave sends Jackson’s helicopter tumbling to the ground. He survives, and crawls out before landing hard on the ground. As he weakly stumbles forward, we hear his gasps of breath, the radio messages fading in and out. The wind roaring past him can practically be felt. Around him, the city is devastated, but that’s of secondary importance to the titanic atomic mushroom turning the environment into a poisoned hellhole.

As his strength gives out, he collapses, swelling the ranks of the dead waiting to be carried away by Death.
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This. Was. Not. Normal. Games where you spent hours as a character and then just die wasn’t the standard in 2007. But this game isn’t normal, and it understands that war is unfair. Sometimes, it’s unfair because you get to blow your enemies away from the sky as they run in terror, other times you can do nothing but collapse and die, one more count in the statistics.

All In

We return to the SAS now, who are told by Nikolai that Al-Asad would never commit suicide and that that there’s a safehouse he used that should be checked out. The Russian loyalists do so and confirm that he’s present.

This raises a major issue with the story. If Nikolai knew that this safehouse existed, why on Earth didn’t he reveal it beforehand??? Surely the US would have appreciated a call suggesting they stop advancing or fall back while another team cleared this potential location. The only way this works is if he assumed America wouldn’t stop their invasion, but there’s no reason to think that some force couldn’t be dispatched to search the area in the many hours before the nuke went off.

In any case, Price and the SAS infiltrate the village, kill the ultranationalists protecting Al-Asad, and find the man in a barn. After an interrogation (read: beating), Al-Asad gives up who gave him the bomb. Before he tells the audience, his phone rings. Price answers it. Then, a moment later, he executes Al-Asad. Gaz asks him who was on the phone, and the captain reveals the big bad of the game - one Imran Zakhaev, leader of the Four Horsemen.

Price isn’t unfamiliar with this man. He once attempted to assassinate the man in the outskirts of Pripyat, Ukraine, 15 years prior to the story of this game as Zakhaev was the leader of one of the many groups trying to get nuclear material after the Chernobyl disaster. He failed, only managing to take off the man’s arm.

Their target made clear, the SAS now have to escape. They spend the night at the barn and prepare for the inevitable ultranationalist attack. The following morning, they skate by the skin of their teeth and manage to evade the much larger force until they are rescued by the Americans, made up of some marines that survived the nuclear blast. Following missions are a joint SAS-USMC job. I’ll refer to this combined group as “Price and his team”.

Anyway, the target is clear. To find Zakhaev, Price and his team go after another of the Horsemen, the man’s son. They ambush his convoy and chase him through abandoned, dilapidated buildings. Once they have him, however, he shoots himself in the head.

This is the point where the experience and story diverge in the quality, the latter taking a significant nosedive. There’s been no build-up to Zakhaev being the main villain, no references to him that make the player invested in this. We can’t be stunned at the depths of his evil because there was no reference for said depths before he was introduced at this point. The Four Horsemen that the game’s marketing hyped up had less impact than a wet paper towel - the game made no attempt to show their collective evil or how they worked together.

But this is also where some of the best gameplay can be found. The player gets to play through Price’s flashback of how he knows Zakhaev in the mission “All Ghillied Up” (a reference to the ghillie camouflage suit), an intensely fun and engaging sneaking and sniping level. After failing to snipe Zakhaev, you go through an explosive retreat that pushes the player’s skill to the limit as they hold out desperately for rescue. In fact, the line, “50,000 people used to live here. Now, it’s a ghost town,” is from this part of the game. It’s become iconic in the gaming community to the point of being a meme.

Nonetheless, we’re in the final act. Zakhaev has managed to take over a Russian nuclear launch site while the SAS was busy going after his son. He threatens the US and Britain with destruction if they don’t withdraw their forces from Russia. Price and his team are sent in to take over the facility. When the missiles are launched, their work takes on critical urgency. For several minutes, you’ll hear the tense music clearly between shooting exchanges, urging you forward to stop the impending disaster.

The SAS ultimately succeed and detonate the missiles mid-flight, but it’s not over yet. Fleeing from the ultranationalists still present, the SAS gun their jeeps out of the facility and escape to the nearby highway. Right as they start crossing a large bridge, however, a helicopter appears and shoots out its supports, sending their hopes plummeting away as well.

The final battle of the game has you hold off on the broken end of the bridge for several minutes until the whole area is struck by explosives. They knock the player’s character down, and several NPCs that have been with you die as you can do nothing but watch.

Zakhaev shows up at this point, compelled to end your existence personally. He executes one soldier, but right as he would do the same to you, the Russian loyalists show up. As the Russians tear into each other, Price slides a pistol to you in slow motion. With careful aim, you kill Zakhaev and a few goons nearby, then collapse in pain. You’re ultimately evacuated by helicopter, ensuring you live.

As the game ends, you hear that multiple nations are criticizing Russia after it claims to have conducted “nuclear tests”. Meanwhile, the search for that cargo ship from the start of the game is called off due to no leads.

The Story Is Bad…And It Doesn’t Matter

Anyone who has played this game would greatly struggle to defend its story. The lack of justifications for invading a country can be handwaved, the point was to replicate contemporary reality, so the US having soldiers in the Middle East was an axiom. But there is much less defense for not having Nikolai at least try to let people know about Al-Asad’s safehouse. The biggest issue is Zakhaev and the Four Horsemen. They only show up a few missions before the end, meaning the player has no investment in seeing them brought down. Nor are they fleshed out, leaving them as hollow villains that have only basic tropes to keep them from imploding.

There are real-life reasons for this. Halfway through development, Infinity Ward scrapped all but three levels, made a second batch, and then hired writer Jesse Stern to piece together a narrative. It shows in where the narrative is fleshed out, that being before and after each mission via cutscenes (in-game movies). Zakhaev, for example, only gets his ideology fleshed out in one such moment, monologuing about how post-USSR Russia’s leaders sold it out to the West and how he wants to reclaim the nation’s honor.

But even from the beginning, this was not an inconceivable thing. Infinity Ward pitched to Activision a game that replicated the videos and imagery seen on nightly news at the time. They never mentioned Price, the SAS, Russia, the Middle East, etc. The only thing they promised was modern war.

In other words, CoD 4 isn’t about the story. It’s about the experience.

Your immersion doesn’t come from the details of the plot, but rather by what the game has you do. As an SAS soldier, you take over a cargo ship, snipe enemies, rescue a spy, infiltrate a village, and mount daring raids to disrupt an enemy’s crucial plan. As a US Marine, you invade a city, kill its defenders, and wrest control away in a matter of days with your overwhelming might.

Seen this way, the lack of good villains or coherent story become irrelevant. The point is to simulate a fast-paced adventure that is indistinguishable from the real-life media present at the time. In that regard, the game succeeds phenomenally.

Pro-War or Anti-War?

There is a debate in the gaming space over whether Call of Duty is pro- or anti-war. The reason for this, in my view, is that while many games have copied CoD 4’s narrative-based story and gameplay, they have not understood why it makes the choices it does, or if they do, then they actively choose to focus on a different message, or have no message at all.

But this debate would have made absolutely no sense in 2007. The franchise’s four games were all about grounded combat that had you doing reasonable objectives without making you into a hero. Of course, you did heroic things, but you didn’t fundamentally dictate any part of the course of war. You were one cog in the machine, whether that machine was the Western Allies fighting Nazi Germany in humanity’s largest conflict, or a special forces operative doing your small part to help defeat the Russian ultranationalists or Al-Asad’s mercenaries.

In other words, the core message was decidedly anti-war, even if the games didn’t explicitly tell you that. War is hell and thus never glorified. Violence was feared, respected, hated, etc., but always taken seriously. Firing giant guns at enemy soldiers from the safety of an AC-130 wasn’t a shooting gallery for earning points, it was a moment of getting the job done that still raised discomfort with the practice. Dying to a nuke wasn’t just a dramatic plot twist, it was getting slapped in the face with the fact that war isn’t fair and you can’t expect to die in a way that makes for children’s stories. To a lesser extent, it’s also a powerful message about the need to ensure this technology is kept safe, lest it destroy us all one day.

And then there’s the ending. The world is not better off in the end. A city in the Middle East has been nuked, with 10s of thousands of US soldiers, enemy combatants, and civilians wiped out in the blink of an eye. Nor is Russia a stable nation. Zakhaev may be dead, but his soldiers are organized and can fight on. There is no happily ever after here.

One last thing to note - you’ll die at some point while playing. Maybe you got careless or just didn’t see something or someone. Maybe the AI was cheating and saw you when you were clearly in cover. Some sections are notably frustrating and you’ll die many times in quick succession. You’re going to get frustrated and feel like throwing your controller away or smashing your keyboard.

Each time, you’ll get a different quote on the screen. Some take the edge off with humor, such as, "Cluster bombing from B-52s are very, very, accurate. The bombs are guaranteed to always hit the ground." But the most common quote you’re going to get is something that should make you pause and reflect, like "Older men declare war. But it is the youth that must fight and die." The point is obvious - make the player realize that they can and should question the use of violence and war when it is so awful.

But these are not the only appeals. Here’s an anecdote I got from YouTube’s comments about what made them think, paraphrased for your convenience.

> I got the quote "Cost of a single Javelin Missile: $80,000", and I was struck as a child by the number. I had been shooting those things like they were candy! How much good could have been done if that money had been spent on anything else?

These cost quotes are rare, as are the ones about communism, the Cold War, and one from Yassar Arafat of all people. But all of them invite the player to reflect on the underlying ideas of technology, militarism, ideologies, and war.

The Beginning Of The End

CoD 4 was an immensely successful title, owing part of that to the experience and themes of the story. The year after, we got Call of Duty: World at War. Unlike previous WW2 entries, this was a fresh take that focused on the Eastern Front and the Pacific. It kept the same themes and exciting gameplay. These games were adding to the franchise’s place in the collective consciousness.

Then it all went to hell.

Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, the 2009 sequel to CoD 4, fundamentally altered the franchise’s messaging and it really hasn’t recovered. The restraint, subtlety, and deeper themes were abandoned in favor of action sequences, bigger explosions, and the most absurd alternate history ever told. I could spend hours talking about how awful this game’s story and experience is, but the easiest way to see what I mean is to compare the chaotic fighting and tension found in CoD 4’s trailer to the endless explosions set to a fucking Eminem rap in the sequel’s trailer.

To spite me, the sequel would go on to be the biggest entertainment launch in history up to that point. It cemented the franchise’s place in the cultural consciousness. This was the point at which people bought the games because others were buying the games. You had to keep up with the cultural conversation, as it were, though the quality helped. It would be followed by other games with addicting gameplay and passable to excellent story-telling. For those of us interested in the narrative, there is nothing afterwards like what came out during this time period.

The series eventually became more and more distant from “boots on the ground” combat, but returned to that with 2017’s Call of Duty: WW2 and even released a reboot of CoD 4 in 2019 called Call of Duty: Modern Warfare, but it just wasn’t the same. The execution of themes and narrative has just fundamentally been lost. They could create visually impressive setpieces with insane action, but any meaning or depth was largely absent.

Still, I’m grateful for the small mercy shown in 2016. A remastered version of CoD 4 was released, and I encourage you to play that version instead if you are interested. It improves the visuals and audio while making small enhancements that improve the messaging and themes.

Conclusion

CoD 4 is a time capsule. For me and so many others, it defined an important part of the late 2000s. In the process, it forever altered the gaming and cultural landscape. Many games would go on to do what it did with their own refinement, while Call of Duty became a thing everyone had some awareness of. Its successors lost much of its restraint and ideas, but they were never able to capture its uniqueness, that magical moment that led to its lighting-in-a-bottle nature and why the game holds up, both in our memories and in actual substance, despite so many years passing. People still look back fondly despite the technological and gameplay advancements of future games.

That, I think, is a worthwhile legacy.

Further Resources:

Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare... 12 Years Later - This video is the most comprehensive review you’ll find on the subject

MODERN WARFARE: How Call of Duty 4 Changed a Genre Forever - This video covers some more of the finer details regarding the game’s development

Does Call of Duty Believe in Anything? - This video explains how poorly constructed the themes of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare (the 2019 reboot) are, though it is far more politically minded and might turn you off if you don’t like left-wing commentary. Still worth a watch, though.




Call of Duty's campaigns

The three best selling videogame franchises of all time are, in order Mario, Tetris, and Call of Duty. It’s an interesting list, because each of them represents dramatically different visions of what videogames should be.

Mario represents the idea of videogames as light, escapist fantasy. It’s built around lovable, recognizable characters in a brightly colored fantastic world who alternately battle and play with one another. The morality is black and white, the stakes are never particularly high, and the franchise is never too worried to explain why Mario needs to defeat Bowser in combat one game and doubles tennis the next.

Tetris is an abstract puzzle game that comes straight out of the former Soviet Union. It’s the paradigmatic example of videogames as abstract, logical puzzles in the same way that chess or checkers are. There are falling tetrominos (tetra meaning four, and mino from “domino”), and they need to be aligned in a 2d plane by rotating them. The joy of the game comes from shape rotating under time pressure. There are no stories, no characters, and no morals. The only concession to aesthetics is the annoyingly catchy theme song.

Then, there’s Call of Duty. Unlike Mario, a fantastical shell for innumerable types of games, or Tetris, an abstract instantiation of a singular puzzle, Call of Duty is, and has been, an annual, expensive showcase for a “realistic” combat simulator. Each year, millions of Call of Duty players buy the next annual installment so that they can pretend to be grizzled war veterans shooting and being shot by other grizzled war veterans, both computer-controlled and human alike.

Because Call of Duty releases annually, and because it places an emphasis on realism (although never at the expense of fun), it has a unique pressure to be timely in a way that the other franchises do not. In other words, it tries to reflect the world that it was developed in, through the lens of the American developers who guide its development.

The Call of Duty developers have taken this idea of reflection in different ways over the course of the franchise. Some installments of the franchise take this literally, and try to make the plot of the campaign mirror current geopolitical trends with the technology to match. Some installments of the franchise try less to reflect current trends and more to reflect current worries, with narratives of America’s fall and our adversaries’ rise. And many, many installments try to use current sentiments to reflect back on America’s past wars, most often WW2. Never before have so many young men in their basement wasted so much of their time for so little.

All in all, there have been 21 mainstream Call of Duty games, one for almost every year between 2003 and 2024 (2004 being the sole exception). They are an almost continuous, two decade long showcase into how America sees itself in relation to its foreign privileges and obligations, especially its military. It is the single most popular, most commercially successful lens into how America sees itself in relation to the outside world. Given the radical restructuring going on right now of that very subject, it’s worth taking a look back through Call of Duty titles to figure out how we got here.

The first Call of Duty had a simple goal: to make the most atmospheric WW2 shooter ever made. It would be first person; take you on a grand tour of the major WW2 battlegrounds through American, British, and Soviet soldiers; and it would make you feel like you were goddamn Audie Murphy. You’d shoot, throw grenades, lay down suppressive fire, and, unique for the shooters of the time, feel like you were playing a decisive role in massive battles along with your allies. You wouldn’t be a one man wrecking ball like Doom guy or Master Chief, but you would be a hero soldier.

The next two Call of Duty games, appropriately named Call of Duty 2 and Call of Duty 3, were the same but better. In 2, you’d defend Stalingrad as a Soviet private, destroy German tanks in North Africa as a British sergeant, and charge German bunkers as an American corporal. You’d do about the same in 3, but this time as an American private, a British sergeant, a Canadian private, and a Polish corporal in the tank division. Thousands of Nazis would die by your hands by the time the campaigns were done, and your manly comrades would send up virtual cheers for you, assuming they also hadn’t died heroic deaths. Or, you know, you hadn’t accidentally shot them in the back when their AI pathing led them in front of your machine gun.

It was the next Call of Duty, Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare, released in 2007, that the developers first considered making a more complicated political statement than “it was good and cool that the Allies won WW2”. This probably had something to do with the times. By 2005, when COD4 started development, it was becoming increasingly clear that, despite what George W. Bush had promised, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were not going to be savior stories. We were 4 years out from having resoundingly conquered Afghanistan and 2 years out from having conquered Iraq and yet, somehow, the wars were still going on.

Worse yet, the people who we were supposed to have saved hated us. I mean, yes, most of Afghanistan had hated the Taliban and an even higher percentage of Iraq hated Saddam, but they also hated the Americans who were bombing their houses and roads. And if America hadn’t found Osama in Afghanistan or WMDs in Iraq, and the people there didn’t want us, what exactly were we doing there? Were we really just there for oil, like our critics said? Did anyone know?

COD4 took that uneasiness and created a world out of it. Gone were the clear lines of good vs. evil of the past. You serve as British and American soldiers in the then near-future of 2011, trying desperately to unravel a tangled web of alliances between Russian nationalists and a Middle Eastern warlord before they unleash Cold War era nuclear weapons . Not only are allies and enemies not who they appear, but your player characters are no longer straightforward heroes. Your characters shoot men in the back, knife them as they sleep, and, in one mission, dispassionately annihilate them from 12,000 feet up in a Lockheed gunship.

Sometimes, your characters fail, too. In the third level, you play as the erstwhile president of Saudi Arabia in the minutes leading up to his public execution. You can only look around helplessly as you’re driven to a stadium, your supporters executed in the street while you watch. Finally, you’re dragged out of the car, tied to a pole, and shot in the head.

Meanwhile, in the 10th mission, your player character, a redblooded American sergeant named Paul Jackson, is taken out by a nuclear strike after a seemingly successful rescue mission. You don’t just play as him as he heroically rescues a stranded pilot from certain doom. You also play as him after the helicopter that was meant to rescue you and that pilot is blown out of the air by a nuclear bomb. Your last few moments as Paul Jackson are spent crawling on the ground, devastation all around you, before you succumb to the effects of radiation poisoning.

War crimes, the uneasy reality of American military superiority in every war we fight, our numerous military failures despite this superiority: this is Modern Warfare. This is what the developers of COD4 felt when they wanted to create a “realistic” war videogame in 2005. And they succeeded. COD4 was by far the most successful entry in the nascent franchise, both in terms of critical success and in sales.

The next installations of Call of Duty took this idea and ran with it. First, Call of Duty: World at War went back to WW2. But this time, it focused on the Pacific theater, famous for its brutal island-hopping warfare. And World at War leaned into the brutality. You start as an American soldier, watching his comrades get tortured and executed by the Japanese on Makin Island. You quickly turn the tide, burning the Japanese out from their bunkers with flamethrowers as they cry out in pain.

By the time you finish playing as American Private C. Miller, you have committed dozens of war crimes and watched dozens more be committed in front of you. This prepares you for the next half of the game, where you play as a Soviet soldier, left for dead in a body-filled fountain in Stalingrad. Your sergeant, played by Gary Oldman (by this point, they had the big budgets to hire star actors), urges you to be as brutal towards the Germans as they were towards the Russians. Across the remaining missions of the game, you wade across a sea of blood as you and your fellow comrades surge towards the Reichstag.

Funnily enough, this push towards reality in Call of Duty also introduced what ended up being another Call of Duty mainstay, a push towards unreality with the zombie mode. Immediately after Private Petrenko plants a Soviet flag on the Reichstag, your next mission begins, as you fight off an endless horde of Nazi zombies with colorful powerups from soda cans. Or, to think about it another way, right Gary Oldman tells you that you need to treat German soldiers as if they’re not human, they literally become zombies with an unslakeable thirst for blood.

The next Call of Duty, Modern Warfare 2, returned us to the near future, while further venturing into the heart of darkness. MW2 was the first Call of Duty to allow killing of civilians without penalty, in one early mission where you, as a double agent, pretend to be a Russian terrorist laying siege to an airport. You don’t have to kill the civilians in the mission, but the game doesn’t punish you for doing so, and your comrades encourage it. That mission ends with the terrorist leader revealing that he knew you were a double agent all along, shooting you in the head and driving off in order to frame you, an American agent, for the massacre. The intended message: you have betrayed your morals for nothing, and your country will suffer as a result. By the end of the game, this message gets its full weight, as a nuke detonates over Washington DC and an American general reveals he was behind the plot to destroy America all along.

Gamers and critics rewarded the Call of Duty developers for these morally grey storylines with record sales and rave reviews. It was the end of the 2000s in the real world by this point, and the George W. Bush “Support Our Troops” jingoism had been thoroughly replaced by the Obama “Publicly Support Ceasefire, Privately Support Drone Strikes” ruthless pragmatism. For the next few years, Call of Duty expertly rode this uneasy wave, bouncing back and forth between the past and the near future with succeeding titles, this time with the past being not the almost unambiguously good World War II, but the very much morally ambiguous Vietnam War in the bestselling Call of Duty: Black Ops subseries, or CoD:BlOps for a much more entertaining title.

Unfortunately, despite increasing commercial success, it proved surprisingly difficult for the developers to keep their creative momentum. Part of this was the yearly development cycle, although this was now being split among multiple development teams. But part of it was the fact that, while cynicism and moral ambiguity is fun for a while, at some point it gets exhausting. I mean, you can drag gamers to more and more exotic locales to commit war crimes or witness nukes going off in major cities, but at some point they are going to run out of war crimes and you’re going to run out of cities to nuke. After gamers had witnessed the destruction of El Paso, London, Los Angeles, and most of the Middle East and tortured people for information in twice as many locations, they were a bit exhausted and ready for a change.

This change came in 2014, the peak of Obama’s second term. By this point, America was a much calmer place than it had been. We had recovered from the 2008 economic crash, withdrawn from Iraq, and were seemingly about to withdraw from Afghanistan. Our foreign policy was all about limiting engagement while limiting risks. So, we carefully forged treaties with Iran, carefully sanctioned Russia over invading Crimea, and carefully built regional alliances in the Middle East to combat the disturbing rise of ISIS.

Call of Duty read the national mood, as it always did. The developers knew that they couldn’t go back to the joyful warrior idealism of the early Bush years, but they also couldn’t remain in the morally ambiguous muck they had been wading in. So where was there to go? In the words of the immortal Tim Curry in Red Alert 3: SPPPPPPPAAAAAACCCCCCEEEEE!!!!!!

Or, to be more specific, the future, in which space warfare plays a large part, along with exoskeletons and robots. Now, this wasn’t a full rejection of “realism”. The Call of Duty directors didn’t want to do the full space opera of Halo. So, in these next games, there was still the geopolitical machinations that Call of Duty had grown so fond of. But the developers were careful to make sure that they were defanged. This time, it was only the villains who would kill civilians, and this time these villains would be cackling directors of private military corporations who would launch ICBMs from their futuristic bases in New Baghdad. Bond villains, in other words.

I regard this as kind of a drifting period for Call of Duty, like it was for America at large. Since the first Call of Duty, in 2003, America had gone through successive periods of righteous anger, disappointment, disgust, disillusionment, and acceptance. We and our virtual avatars no longer were sure we wanted to be the good guys, but we definitely didn’t want to be the bad guys. We just wanted the world to be calm and nice so we could take a breather, put our head on our desk, and dream of space marines.

Which we did, right up until the Trump years in the end of the 2010s. As it turns out, not everybody was closing their eyes and dozing off. There were a lot of pissed off nationalists, in America and elsewhere, who did not like the slow turn their countries were taking towards liberalism and peaceful globalism. Their energy and anger caught the liberal world order by surprise. Trump jerked the American steering wheel hard towards isolationism, Xi Jinping jerked the Chinese steering wheel hard towards expansionism, and Britain Brexited. Liberals across the world reacted by grabbing the steering wheel and trying to force their countries back even harder towards liberalism. The divisions threatened to pull the countries apart, especially in those countries who lacked the authoritarian decisiveness necessary to quell the liberal protests (i.e. not China).

Suddenly, the world was real again. We were all awake. Some of us were woke. Call of Duty took note. It made a fresh start. Call of Duty: Modern Warfare (2019) came out in, well, 2019. Its story, for the first time in the series, was also set in the same year it came out. It was grounded, too, at least by Call of Duty standards, neither heroic nor cynical. It was about soldiers, doing the best they can, trying to contain terrorist threats in London and Russia. They receive scant support from the governments they supposedly serve. By the end of the game, your characters have a mixed bag of success and failures. Both the US and Russian governments unfairly blame you for your failures, while the British government just tolerates you. You are mostly, but not entirely, alone.

Unfortunately, much like the American government, after this game, the Call of Duty development team splintered in its vision of the world. From this point, Modern Warfare developers Infinity Ward, the first and still primary developers of the game, continued with their fresh, grounded vision of what the world was like now, releasing Modern Warfare II in 2022, with characters grappling with the limitations of American power in a multipolar world.

Meanwhile, Treyarch, who had always been responsible for the continuation and expansion of Infinity Ward’s vision (e.g. Call of Duty 3, Call of Duty: Black Ops), refused to follow Infinity Ward into this grounded present. They continued mining the ambiguous past, their Cold War era plots getting progressively more byzantine until the repeated revelations of brainwashing and sleeper agents made it impossible to tell who the Americans in the story even were anymore.

And lastly, Sledgehammer, the weakest of the development teams, who had always been responsible for the most forgettable of the titles (e.g. Advanced Warfare, WWII, Vanguard), had Modern Warfare III dumped upon them by publisher Activision in the wake of Activision’s acquisition by Microsoft. They reacted by losing Infinity Ward’s thread with these Modern Warfare reboots entirely, releasing a game set in the then-present of 2023 with a plot that might have been morally ambiguous if it had made any sense at all.

And that brings us to the present day. Call of Duty’s reflection of the world, in the year of our Lord 2025, has fractured. It no longer has a single unifying vision, either in time, view of American power, or morality. It’s multi-polared, and gamers can choose which reflection of America best suits their view of the truth: Infinity Ward’s grounded realism, Treyarch’s horrendously complex bombasticism, or Sledgehammer’s loud incoherency.

It’s hard to say what’s next for Call of Duty. Its publisher has been devoured by Microsoft, who are determined to use Call of Duty’s annual releases to push subscriptions to its Game Pass services. The delicate balance of powers between its 3 developers is in disarray, as Infinity Ward’s next project has been pushed back to 2026, forcing one of the other two developers to step up out of turn if they intend to keep up the annual release cycle. But no Call of Duty has been announced yet for 2025, even though we’re a quarter of the way through the year. It might just be that gamers simply can no longer rely on Call of Duty for their annual reflection on America.

Are the gamers of America, and the world, prepared for that eventuality, though? Their view, nay, our view of the videogame industry is centered around this annual release. Since I was 10, I’ve lived in a world in which Call of Duty has reigned supreme among first person shooters. My virtual blood has infused the digital battlegrounds of Call of Duty countless times, and my real-life shooter sweat has infused controllers from my parents’ basement, to my college dorm room, to the succession of apartments I’ve inhabited in my current city.

Sometimes I’ve hated Call of Duty. Sometimes I’ve loved it. Sometimes I’ve felt at home in its view of the world. Sometimes I’ve felt alienated by it. But it’s been a long time since I considered a videogame world without it. Now, I don’t think 2025 will be the end of Call of Duty. It’s too valuable and there are too many people invested in it.

I don’t think that Microsoft appreciated, though, when they took over Call of Duty exactly how complicated it is to develop though. It’s a delicate, complex, massive endeavor that takes place every year. I mean, if you think the above annual creative effort sounds wild, keep in mind that I didn’t even mention the massive and multifarious multiplayer modes and elaborate marketing that is packaged in with every release. There is so, so much work that goes into keeping Call of Duty running. It’s not invincible. It’s entirely possible for Microsoft’s too-clever-by-half meddling to irreparably damage it. And yes, this is a metaphor.

What is this brave new world we’re entering, as our allies become foes, our foes become allies, and we hollow out our most robust institutions from within? I don’t know. Hopefully the next Call of Duty will help me figure it out.




“Civil War”

A Straussian Interpretation of Alex Garland’s 2024 Movie

As a massive fan of writer/director Alex Garland’s previous science fiction projects (Ex Machina, Annihilation, and Devs), I was highly anticipating his 2024 film, Civil War, about a future war between different factions in America following the secession and breakup of the United States. With the growing political divide in the real world, many are predicting it could lead to a second American civil war or a national divorce, so I was interested to see what Garland would have to say about the matter. But my initial thoughts when the credits rolled were “what a waste…” The film didn’t seem to have anything to say about the future politics of the US or the details of how secession and a civil war might actually happen. But, knowing the intellectual sophistication of Garland’s previous work, I gave him the benefit of the doubt and figured there had to be more to the film that I was missing.

Leo Strauss (1899–1973) was a German-American political philosopher who argued that many great philosophical works were written with a “hidden” or “esoteric” meaning, especially in times when open expression of controversial ideas could lead to persecution. He believed philosophers often hid their true meanings beneath a surface layer that appeared orthodox or safe. So scholars must read between the lines to grasp the author’s real message. That requires understanding the historical context and the political risks the author faced at the time. Looking for inconsistencies or paradoxes, which might signal a hidden argument. Paying attention to not just what is said, but what is not said. Is the author subtly communicating a radical or subversive idea beneath a layer of conventional language? To uncover a potential Straussian message you must separate the “exoteric” (public-facing) meaning from the “esoteric” (private/intended) meaning.

Leo Strauss primarily studied philosophical texts, but the same esoteric interpretation method can be applied to art, including film, especially during politically charged times. In modern Hollywood, movies must meet certain ideological standards before being financed, let alone released into theaters. If a subversive director wanted to release a movie that challenged the current orthodox political ideology of Hollywood, he or she would need to do so subtly, so as not to alert the ideological gatekeepers who would reject such a script in the pre-production phase. In a Straussian manner, the director would need to make the film appear to conform to the orthodox ideology on the surface—but beneath that facade would lurk a deeper subversive meaning perceptible to those able to read between the lines (or frames). Is Alex Garland one such Straussian artist? Was there a deeper esoteric meaning to Civil War that I had missed?

As you might expect from the title, Civil War is a movie about a future civil war in America. However, there are almost no details about the actual war, politics, strategy, motivation, or reasoning behind the opposing sides. What little we do learn makes little sense (such as Texas and California forming an alliance). We don’t ever know what’s happening politically, other than there is some kind of war going on between three different secessionist groups of Americans. Hence the famously memed line from the trailer, spoken by a gun-toting Jesse Plemons in red sunglasses, “What kind of American are you?” Like the audience, the soldiers don’t seem to know what’s happening in the grand scheme either, just that the people over there are trying to kill us, so we’ve got to kill them first, which may be the boots-on-the-ground reality amid the chaos of most wars.

Instead of soldiers or politicians, the story follows a group of journalists who are documenting the war. They embark on a dangerous road trip across the ruins of the former United States to Washington D.C., where they hope to interview the president, a thinly-veiled Trump-inspired figure played by Nick Offerman. The main character of the film is Lee, played by a grizzled Kirsten Dunst, as one of the journalists, famous for her photographs of the war—famous at least to the younger aspiring female photojournalist, Jessie (Cailee Spaeny), who Lee reluctantly takes under her wing. Lee is hoping to capture the quintessential photograph of the president that will explain to the public everything they need to know about the war in zero words.

As we watch Lee, Jessie, and the other journalists put themselves in danger, it seems stupid and useless for them to be risking their lives just for a photograph, especially now that there are drones that can do that (and conceivably do it even better in the near-future when the film is set). It seems even more foolish when you see that the soldiers themselves don’t seem to know what they’re doing or why. The movie leaves you feeling, “What’s the point of any of this?” And perhaps that is precisely the point Garland was trying to make: that war is pointless and we should avoid it at all costs.

I think that is partially correct, but that message (war is hell) is not especially deep or novel. It’s a message most Hollywood elites would agree with—at least nominally. Though to get a movie featuring advanced weaponry like tanks and jets green-lit, certain acquiescences must be made to the Department of Defense, ensuring the military is shown in a somewhat positive light. Theaters of War (2022) is a good documentary about this. I do not know if Civil War was made in conjunction with the DoD, or if Garland had to make any concessions about how the military was depicted. Regardless, I do not think the general anti-war sentiment is the primary message of the film. My Straussian analysis goes much deeper.

As I said, the movie doesn’t tell us how or why the civil war started, nor any of the motivations of any side. Or does it? Civil War is not really a movie about a civil war. It’s about journalists and how the press covers war. So what might Alex Garland be trying to say about that? This is where a Straussian analysis is required. In his interviews with the press, Garland has spoken of his admiration for journalists and the essential role a free press serves in a democracy. He said he wanted to make the journalists the heroes of the film. And of course he would say as much to journalists, the very same people who would be reviewing his film. Journalists are also highly regarded by Hollywood, which is an arm of the more general liberal media establishment. But what if a filmmaker wanted to critique the liberal media establishment? They would not be able to do so in a direct manner. Such a project would never get past the script stage to be produced. If the movie was produced independently, both it and the writer/director (and by association, anyone else involved in its creation) would be viciously attacked by the media for their “dangerous attack on journalism.” No, a subtly indirect approach would be required to critique the liberal media establishment without them realizing it. After viewing Civil War through the Straussian lens, a new interpretation arises. What if these journalists risking their lives to document the war are responsible for the war happening in the first place?

In the film, we witness many senseless acts of violence between competing factions in the civil war. There is no clear good side or bad side; they all seem utterly brutal and ruthless, killing the opposition without any rightful cause, as if their enemies are sub-human. There seems to be no side you should be rooting for, other than perhaps the press members who are supposedly “neutral.” So are the journalists the true heroes of the film, as Garland exoterically stated in his interviews with journalists? Am I reading too deeply into this film to search for an esoteric meaning that does not exist? Not so fast.

I believe Garland when he says objective journalism is essential for a healthy democracy, but I do not think he thinks all journalists are objective. Consider what passes for journalism in reality these days: how the press frames their stories and creates narratives that stoke fear and hatred, causing people to dehumanize others in their own country, often to the extent they might want to see them killed. Alex Garland didn’t come up with the idea for a future American civil war out of nowhere. The sentiment is in the air, the polarized antagonism obvious. Some fear a civil war might happen, while others are literally yearning for it. Garland directed this film for them. The movie is not predictive programming meant to hyperstitiously spur a civil war; it is a stark warning to try to prevent one. Garland made Civil War so brutally violent to tell all parties involved: “You might think you do, but you do not want this.”

In that sense, the entire movie could be seen as a scathing indictment of journalism—or the incendiary propaganda that modern journalism has devolved into, which is quite possibly leading the American people into a future civil war. The film ends (spoiler alert) with soldiers assassinating the President (who, again, has some clear traits of Donald Trump) inside the White House. After the movie was released, there have been two assassination attempts on Trump in real life. Do I think the movie incited or inspired that political violence? No. I think Garland just accurately sensed the political animosity that was already brewing and depicted their extrapolations on screen.

The straightforward reading of the movie, which the liberal media establishment approved of, was that a fascist president (and those who supported him) deserved to be killed in order to restore democracy. But what if the president in Civil War was not an evil fascist and was only being framed as such by the opposition media? No matter which political party you support, and no matter which is currently in office, you cannot deny that biased “opposition media” exists with incentives to get their preferred party back in power. The simplest way to do so is to attack the other side. One can easily rationalize slandering the opposition to defeat them, printing lies “for the greater good.” They need to make the enemy appear as reprehensible as possible to deter anyone from supporting them. Hence journalists create an atmosphere in which half the country wants to extinguish the other.

Unfortunately, most partisan journalists don’t even realize their bias, let alone the danger they are causing, how their demonization of political opponents may lead to a full-out civil war in the future. All they care about is getting that viral photo/quote—as Lee does in the movie. They’ll do whatever gets them clicks, even risking their own lives in the process—as Lee does in the movie. They are willing to die for a good photograph and bring the entire country down with them—as Lee does in the movie. And throughout the entire process, those journalists believe they are noble heroes for doing so—as the liberal media establishment did in their surface reading of the movie.

Civil War is ostensibly a realistic movie about journalism, but its portrayal of journalists is pure fantasy. Never mind the idea that journalists would never accompany a special operations team on an assassination mission (there were no photographers to document the Bin Laden raid, leaving many conspiracy theorists to believe it didn’t happen). On the surface, the journalists in Civil War are portrayed as purely objective figures who simply document events and leave it to others to answer the questions about the larger issues. Lee literally says this: “Once you start asking those questions you can't stop. So we don't ask. We record so other people ask.” And that is what journalism should be, but it’s not what journalism is in reality.

As I said earlier, to find an esoteric Straussian subtext, you need to search for paradoxes, inconsistencies, and what was not said. In the dramatic climax of the film, there was nothing negative said about the soldiers who ruthlessly gunned down unarmed men and women at the White House. There was nothing negative said about the cold-blooded execution of the president himself. Many left-wing movie-goers joyously watched this sequence as a wish-fulfillment fantasy of killing Donald Trump; while many right-wing movie-goers saw the same intent but were repulsed by it. But I don’t think either of them were right about the intent of that sequence. Newsflash: when you’re murdering unarmed people, you’re not “the good guys.” I think Garland constructed this final act of the film as a critique of the kind of warped political polarization (spurred by inflammatory media rhetoric) that would lead people to believe murdering unarmed people is good. This went over the heads of most viewers whose minds have been warped by the media to think, well of course they killed the far-right president and anyone who supports him.

Compare that with the scene of Jesse Plemons’ character, an unnamed soldier, who is clearly (and correctly) interpreted by all viewers to be an unredeemable villain. He and his buddies are members of a militia and are burying a mass grave of dead civilians whom they murdered. It is not clear what their politics or ideology are, but that doesn’t really matter. What the scene conveys is that this is what happens in war: the complete dehumanization of the other side, leading to them being ruthlessly slaughtered. Everyone recognizes when the “bad guys” do this. But most are incapable of the self-reflection to consider, “Are we the baddies?” I believe that is the deeper esoteric meaning conveyed by the climax of the film.

Why is it that people are so revolted by the ruthless murders committed by the militiamen (and rightfully so), but not the equally ruthless murders committed by the soldiers at the White House, which they are apt to excuse or even applaud? That question burns at the heart of the political divide today. Why are journalists so appalled by the corrupt actions of politicians from the other party, but not the equally corrupt actions by politicians on their side? Biased news leads to polarization, polarization leads to hatred, and hatred leads to violence. Only honest and objective journalism can break the cycle. They did not get that in the movie, and we do not get it in real life.

I cannot prove Alex Garland intended this Straussian critique of modern journalism in Civil War. It is possible his views of politics are really as simple and reductive as it might appear on the surface. Many otherwise brilliant people’s minds turn to mush when it comes to politics. But Garland is far too intelligent a filmmaker for there not to have been any deeper meaning to the film at all. His previous work is too sophisticated for the message of this to simply be “war=bad, journalism=good.” Even if an esoteric message was not intended by Garland, he is an artist, and art is created from the subconscious. Oftentimes artists are unaware of their own motivations or the ultimate meaning of the artwork they create. He could have subconsciously intuited some problem with modern journalism that manifested in his movie without him realizing it. My esoteric reading of the film is not overt or explicit (if it was, it likely couldn’t have been made). A journalist can watch this movie and see themselves as the righteous heroes, failing to notice any possible criticism of the way journalists cover politics and war—which is the entire problem with journalism today. They think they are merely documenting current events, but they are actually influencing the course of future events through their rhetoric about and framing of past events.

It is not insignificant that the two key journalists in the film are photographers. Today it is so easy to film everything with video, and though video can still be framed and edited, it shows much more of the full story than a photograph. Yet the journalists in the movie only take photos, one simple snapshot to represent a much larger, complex story. However, a single photo cannot tell the full story, no matter how great a photo it is. A single photo is framed in a certain way, from a certain angle, showing only a single moment in time—which can often be misleading. The media does this all the time. Just look at the photos they choose to depict politicians. If the news source is positively biased in support of a politician, he or she will look good and be smiling. If the news source is negatively biased against a politician, it will be a poor photo with the person making an awkward face. This is not a random coincidence. Journalists are carefully choosing those photos to influence the way viewers of the news will feel about those politicians. This is explicitly shown in the film when Lee deletes a photograph from her camera. The same thing is done with single quotes from a longer conversation taken out of context. Joel, the writer among the journalists, finally gets his quote from the president before he is shot: “Don't let them kill me.” But does that one line convey all that happened there that night?

An honest journalist would have recorded their entire journey to D.C.—essentially made the two-hour movie that is Civil War—instead of snapping a few dozen photographs that can be chosen and taken out of context to tell whatever story the journalists want to about their journey. Even the two-hour movie itself is edited, not the full story, but it at least shows more of the story. In the climax of the film, the journalists are at the White House to record the execution of the President, whom they explicitly state they oppose (what happened to objectivity?). So they will presumably use their photos to depict the soldiers who killed the president (and mockingly posed with his corpse) as heroic, on the side of good. Hence they will not publish the photos of those soldiers ruthlessly gunning down unarmed civilians, presumably members of the president’s staff. The soldiers (and journalists) may believe those murders were justified because of what the president and his administration did. However, we never see the president or his staff do anything worthy of capital punishment.

There is nothing in the film to prove why the president is an authoritarian, other than the fact that he is currently serving a third consecutive term—though that is not uncommon during wartime. There is a mention of the “Antifa massacre,” but Garland slyly does not indicate who did the massacring. Some characters in the movie say the president did horrible things, but that doesn’t necessarily prove anything. They could have “Offerman Derangement Syndrome” and believe him to be an evil fascist because biased journalists keep framing him as such, exaggerating his misdeeds and publishing fake stories to defame him, which riled up the consumers of the media (on both sides), leading to the very civil war in the movie.

In this respect, the movie can be viewed as the logical conclusion of Trump Derangement Syndrome (TDS). When the media keeps calling Trump a fascist and a threat to democracy, they are riling up the anti-Trump left to want to see him persecuted—as well as the pro-Trump right to defend him against such unfair attacks. The feedback loop between the media, voters, and politicians causes those in power to take ever-increasing measures to maintain their power, such as politically-motivated prosecutions, foreign collusion hoaxes, and false flag events. The film shows that extreme rhetoric in the media can lead to extreme violence in reality—which is something neither side actually wants. If that was the Straussian thesis of the film, it has already proven to be correct. Following the release of Civil War (in the very same calendar year), there were multiple assassination attempts on a presidential candidate the media explicitly labeled an “authoritarian” and “threat to democracy.” If any of those assassination attempts were successful, it might very well have started a civil war in real life, akin to the one in the film (albeit with different state alliances).

Even if some viewers manage to recognize a subtle critique of journalism in the film, they will likely only go so far as to say that the problem is the biased media on the other side, not their own. We can all see the evil in Jesse Plemons’ character. But most are incapable of looking in the mirror and seeing the evil in the soldiers at the White House. It is far too easy to rationalize your own bias and excuse the atrocities your side commits as righteous. Such political tribalism is a grave problem in the world today—an existential problem worth making a movie about. But because of the tribalism of the very gatekeepers who would finance and produce such a film (and the journalists who would review it), the message must be hidden beneath layers of subtext and plausible deniability. Most modern filmmakers I wouldn’t even consider being capable of such esoteric profundity, but Alex Garland is one of the few directors working in Hollywood today whose past work has approached the complexity of an auteur like Stanley Kubrick. Countless books have been written and entire documentaries made attempting to unravel the hidden meaning of Kubrick’s films. Maybe one day someone will do the same for Civil War.

I do not know if Alex Garland meant to convey a Straussian message critical of modern journalism in Civil War, and I doubt most viewers will recognize it (reading the reviews, I can’t find anyone else who has). But something Garland certainly meant and that all viewers can agree with, is that a second American civil war will be very bad. No one should want it. After that bullet nearly blew Trump’s head off on live television, even most Trump haters realized that they didn’t actually want him murdered. But when inflammatory rhetoric in the media continually heats up political hatred among the populace, it is only a matter of time until that dehumanized hatred boils over into political violence.

Whether a second American civil war ultimately happens in reality may not depend so much on the politicians who craft policy—it will lie in the hands of the journalists who cover those politicians and how the masses perceive them (and each other). Alex Garland was speaking honestly when he said objective journalism is essential. But you do not make a movie about the necessity of objective journalism if it currently exists in abundance—you make such a movie because it is severely lacking. And without it, the United States will not last.




Contrasting Reviews of Nine Countries

We are a pair of globetrotting glamour hobos who are also ACX readers. So when we saw the Not-A-Book-Review contest, we pondered what to write about. Math? Abstract concepts?

No. Countries. Those wonderfully illegible places that we get to experience a lot of. Here's where we lived, and what we think.

United Kingdom: Wife

I'll start with this one, because it's where I grew up and where I know the most about.

There are many good things that the UK has going for it, such as being close to the sea and the locals having a fucking wicked sense of humour. At their best, British people are kind and fiercely close to their good friends and treat laughter as the best medicine.

Unfortunately, the UK is also just...depressing. It's further north than any part of the contiguous United States. In the winter, the sun rises at 8 in the morning and sets at 3 in the afternoon. The sea air means that there's a damp that chills your bones unless you put on about 4 different fuzzy sweaters.

The worst thing, though, is that almost the entire country seems to be trapped in a pit of pessimism. To the British, nothing can ever get better. What's worse, thinking that it might get better is crazy talk for crazy people.

Any kind of deviation from this institutional pessimism is ambition and individualist thinking. Things that disrupt the fabric of British society. At their worst the British can be like crabs in a bucket - noticing any time you start crawling towards freedom and pulling you back in, in case you get ideas above your station.

So, if you grow up in the UK and you're ambitious and individualistic and nonconformist, it can feel like there's no place for you in a country content to complain and not actually do anything.

In that case, where do you go?

United Kingdom: Husband

Britain was the first country I ever went to outside of North America (I’d been to Mexico and Canada) and I went there because I married a British person – I should specify, a British immigrant. Not an English person. A British person. A person with no genetic connection to Britain whatsoever. We didn’t stay beyond the 6 month length of my tourist visa. My father in-law was so very surprised by this, despite us telling him repeatedly.

The food really isn’t as bad as people claim that it is. When made properly, it’s got a sort of comforting subtlety to it, with soft and warm and rich flavors. It’s comforting.

Some things are exactly as bad as you think. This country is a weird soft-and-cuddly-authoritarian nightmare where nothing quite works anymore and it’s illegal to make bad social media posts. I was once hit by a car and didn’t receive an ambulance when I called emergency services because my case was judged as not being bad enough.

Some things are just weird. They’re actually incredibly incredibly violent as people. People will just start punching each other in public over mild disagreements. You can get in a fistfight by looking too hard at the wrong sort of person – all of the guys I’m thinking of were white, this isn’t an immigrant thing, British people are just awful – and people barely react to fights happening in front of them on the street. It just doesn’t show up in statistics because people don’t even bother to report it, and no one can so much as carry around a screwdriver so no one actually gets killed in this. It’s just regularized low-stakes violence.

Your speech is policed, and you might get punched at any time – Britain is a bit like being in highschool again. Speaking of childishness, British people are actually a LOT more vulgar and a lot more emotional than Americans. I’m not sure where the idea came from that it was the reverse. British people are much more willing to get emotional over even tiny problems, and their newspaper headlines all read like things a shitty teenage boy would write. The subtext of every America ad is that this product will make you sexy. The subtext of every British ad is that this product will allow you to embrace the pure and innocent joy of a retarded child. I get the sense that every real adult immigrated to America, and something is missing from the basic genepool of England.

As an aside, I have figured out why Britain is so damned weird about trans women. It’s because genetically English women look like men. It is so easy to be a passing English trans woman. The native English cis woman can’t just smile and nod at trans women – there’s a real threat of the categories of cis women and trans women being mixed up, here. I can see how that might cause somewhat more panic than trans women do in more attractive countries.

Yes, the immigrants. The inevitable paragraph about the immigrants. It’s required, isn’t it. Here’s the thing about London. You have a very clear image of London in your head. Or maybe a fuzzy one. But either way, it’s a London that is English. This is not an accurate mental image. Maybe in 1950 it was accurate. But in 2025? No. London is 40% White English. This is very jarring, even if you are not a racist, even if you are not even particularly fond of the English, for the simple reason that anything being not what you had always imagined it to be your whole life is jarring.

Large parts of London are very very clearly immigrant – the shops have non-English labeling, the people aren’t white, etc., etc.. Large parts of London are sort of… international-feeling. Like they could be in any city in the world – if you look carefully, there’s clear signs in the little details of the buildings and such that you are in fact in Britain, but in some universal sense a McDonald’s is a McDonald’s and a Starbucks is a Starbucks and a McDonald’s analogue that serves Korean food instead is that, and a Starbucks analogue that has a different name is that as well. A few isolated parts of London are very distinctly and intentionally English. These are my least favorite parts of England.

The immigrant parts are simply what they are. A family-owned Lebanese grocery store doesn’t have some plan to be a family-owned Lebanese or Kurdish or whatever grocery store. It’s family-owned because a guy started a grocery store and he needed his kids to work there. His brother is a butcher at the back counter. His other brother ended up baking the fresh naan. It’s Lebanese because he’s Lebanese, or it’s Kurdish because he’s Kurdish. It serves naan and samosas without a second thought, because he doesn’t really care if it’s “truly Lebanese” or not. He wants to sell these, and his customers want to buy them. It’s organic. It’s honest. Their prices are low, their products are good, and they smile at you obligingly. So, you shop there all the time.

The English parts are planned down to the smallest detail. There’s a committee, probably government, that’s designed around making sure that it’s perfectly and properly English, whatever they decide that that means. Obviously, deciding that it’s Perfectly And Properly English means attaching everything to some imagined glorious past – what is English is a moving target. Obviously, some things are, and some things aren’t, it’s not a meaningless term – but just as obviously, it changes over time. What was English in 1025 is not what is English in 2025. So these committee buildings – restaurants or museums or apartment blocks or neighborhoods – feel inorganic and planned and tacky and fake.

The English parts of England are when England is least itself, which raises the obvious question of what exactly an England is or what an Englishman is. I don’t know. I don’t think that Britain knows anymore either. That’s one of the reasons that their politics is so weird these past 20 or so years. They're trying to fix something, and they don’t even know what it is or how it operates under ideal conditions or what it’s supposed to do if they do somehow fix it.

London is not the worst city in the world. But it is a dirty violent nothing-vibe of a place and it’s incredibly expensive. It is not the worst city in the world, but it might be the worst value-for-money city in the world.

United States: Husband

I’m from here.

If I’m smart enough and lucky enough I’ll never ever have to go back here.

Nothing good ever happened to me in America, in retrospect, other than marrying my wife. This happened after she was in America for perhaps 2 months. We had known each other online for quite some time before this, and now travel the world together. I now realize that this sounds like I am getting duped or taken advantage of. She is richer than me. I just have a cooler, more interesting life than you, probably.

I used to not feel like an American, when I lived in America. I didn’t think much of American ideals. Now I feel differently. It turns out that when I am the only American in the room, “being American” is the most important fact about me, and when I am faced with non-American ideals, or lack thereof, I think quite highly of American ideals.

America is a great idea, but it is an expensive dirty place with ugly cities and it is impossible to walk anywhere.

It’s only really by leaving your home country that you learn anything about it, I suppose.

United States: Wife

I wanted to lead into this section not just because of American ideas about individualism and self-reliance, but also because...well...my husband is American. So, when we started dating, the US was the first place I headed.

It feels a bit dishonest to try and write a review of the entire United States, given that it's a huge country and I only saw a tiny part of it, but it also feels dishonest not to talk about the massive culture shock I experienced.

The first thing that struck me is that everything really is bigger in America. Of course portion sizes are pretty big and cars are pretty big, but there's so much more. Everything in Portland felt so much more spread out compared to growing up in the dense mass of things and people that is London. Just to get to the gas station to pick up groceries I had to walk several blocks. And I was shocked by how much bigger houses and apartments are in America than in Britain; in Manchester, I thought I was hot shit for being able to afford to rent a 450 sqft apartment. My now-husband's poky little apartment was maybe twice that size, and he even had his own window AC unit whereas I had to ration heating. It made me a little anxious. Nothing felt me-sized; everything felt like it was designed for a different person.

The second thing that struck me is that Portland felt terribly lonely. Granted, I was there in 2021 so nothing really felt quite real or normal, but to get anywhere you had to go from your home-bubble and drive in your car-bubble to anywhere you wanted to go, and then you had to get back into your car-bubble to drive back to your home-bubble. The overall effect was that I felt horribly isolated in a new country, even when I would have considered myself to have a strong support system. I learned later that many Americans think of friendship differently from British people, and that displays of emotion or affection I would consider normal are frowned upon as inappropriate.

Still, there is much to recommend the American people, who can be more honest and direct than the British and who seem to truly value being exceptional. I am a strange person, and while the British largely seem put off by this the Americans seem to find my strangeness charming.

There is also much to recommend American landscapes. Their mountain ranges are some of the most impressive I have ever seen. For my bachelorette party I went to Mount St Helens and it absolutely blew my mind.

Unfortunately, I spent about half of my time in the States laid up with terrible stomach pain. I have IBS. Something about the food in the US just disagrees with me.

Czechia: Husband

I first came here because my wife took me here for my first birthday I celebrated with her, my first birthday outside of America, my first birthday as an exile. She wanted me to see the sights and beauty of Prague. Prague was beautiful, like something out of a Wes Anderson movie or a fairy tale. It is where Hollywood goes to film London, because London itself does not look enough like London to Hollywood. It is everything that an American romanticizes Europe as being, which is to say, very unlike almost any part of Europe. The streets of the old town wind haphazardly past shops selling weed and candy and overpriced tourist tat, all decorated with the stucco and stone of hundreds upon hundreds of years of central European empire, the buildings shifting seamlessly between medieval masonry and 1920s Art Nouveau stone, statues of nymphs and generals leaping out into your vision unexpectedly as you turn out of random wanderings through a nonsense labyrinth and happen upon a plaza upon which many buildings face; and in these moments, it becomes clearer to you that you are walking into what was once some village’s square around which all the woodend huts were built, and what you have wandered along were desire paths carved through mud by human feet and wagon wheels and horse hooves over 1000 years ago; and it has all been built over and built over again, on and on again, and the weight of history rolls along under your feet in the cobblestones you can feel and you feel 10 feet tall knowing that you are in the center of something, even if on the surface no place could matter less than some post-communist country of no particular importance that will almost always be someone’s client state – next who knows, now Brussels, then Americas, before that Russia’s, before that Austria’s, and only before that was it free and clear to be the kingdom of Bohemia. You stroll on through, past statues of gold and jet and stone, past filigree, stumbling into a restaurant that was founded in 1880 and looks it, through crowds, gazing upon copper-green roofs and little details carved into the stone running along the bottoms of drug stores and lingerie shops, onto a perfect 1920s Art Nouveau street car that is inexplicably a major form of public transportation here – which takes you on past jazz clubs and brothels and coffee shops that proudly advertise that you can pay in bitcoin.

The city’s housing is 70% airbnbs, though. It is a theme park, designed to make tourists like me feel incredible so that we part with our money. I once talked with my Uber driver as he took me to the airport, and he told me that he had been on a police assault team there. He’d loved it; he’d loved the thrill, he’d loved the comradery, he’d loved protecting his community, he’d loved being a hero; he was a handsome and well-muscled man, and it was easy to imagine him as such. But, he said, he’d had to give all that up because Uber paid more than that. I was very upset by this, though tried not to show it, and probably expressed my condolences to him poorly.

The stereotypical Czech dish is in three parts – a fluffy yet rich egg-and-flour dumpling that’s white and full of visible sponge-like holes when it’s sliced up on your plate, which it always comes as already. Next to it is something of meat and roasted – pork, wild boar, venison, and rabbit have all made a showing on my plate. Sometimes it’s breaded before roasting, sometimes it comes to your plate bare, but always the meat is juicy and tender. Third, all across the plate, drowning dumpling and meat, is the sauce – a rich cream gravy flavored with paprika and vegetables and more things than I can name or am certain of. But it is thick and I could have a whole meal of nothing but that. Alongside this trinity is a massive glass of light high-noted richly acidic beer, at times literally sold for less than the price of water, and in my opinion the best in the world.

I returned to Czechia 2 times after this.

Once on a roadtrip with my boss to see a variety of Czech properties for her to put her company campus in; I found an income-generating property that fit all of her wildest requirements within a 45-minute train ride of Prague, for half of her budget. She fucked around for 6 months doing ketamine rather than buying it. She is a well-intentioned woman and I wish her the best, but she is not much in contact with reality; though, frankly, that’s probably why I even got to work with her in the first place; she hired me because I was her favorite blogger. I hadn’t made a post in over 18 months, at the time. The Czech countryside is not as magnificent as Prague – it is almost all a nearly-American pastoral highway-broken emptiness dotted with 900-year old villages with beautiful coble streets and gilded clocks on disused guildhalls, next to hardware stores that advertise paint with bare-breasted models. They are very sexually libertine.

The real estate agents were mostly liars and cheats and layabouts who knew nothing of their business or product, and the countryside often had that emptied-out feeling from hyperurbanization – in village after village it was hard not to notice that it was only the old left. The young had fled; perhaps to Prague, perhaps to Brno, perhaps westward into Germany and France and the Benelux, those economic giants of sclerotic Europe, Europe of the never-ending Great Recession, Europe who makes nothing, Europe sheltering under the American security umbrella while whining about American barbarousness, Europe of whiners and Europe the museum-continent. There were still some young people in only two villages, and interestingly, those two had two of the most promising properties – not that, in the end, it mattered at all. My boss spent 6 months doing ketamine rather than actually purchasing the place. She also never gave me a clear look at her own financials. I honestly don’t understand why she hired me.

The last time I returned (and perhaps for the final time) for a few hours with my wife to see it on a layover while we were transiting from Portugal to Cyprus at a deeply inopportune time in deeply disappointing circumstances that would later grow worse, though this is not the place or time for that story.

That time, it was hard not to see it as a tourist trap, the crowds swelled with late December and the air biting at us – we had our delicious meal and our delicious beer, we had our wander through the streets. Overall, the experience was as magical as always, but by that time, I was aware of the synthetic nature of that magic even as I found it enchanting. That sort of double-consciousness creates something of a struggle within oneself, and while it does not prevent my enjoying the city, it does keep me from relaxing fully into that enjoyment.

Czechia: Wife

I've only really been to Prague and the surrounding areas, but they're beautiful. Prague is one of the loveliest cities I've ever seen, particularly the facades of the buildings.

I am well aware that what I'm seeing is a theme park of a city, unfortunately. But what a lovely theme park it is. Good beer, too.

Georgia: Wife

Now we're getting out of Western Europe and - somewhat entertainingly - past the Iron Curtain. In the West, Georgia is probably best known for getting itself confused with the US state of the same name. To digital nomads, Georgia is known as that one place where you can just turn up and stay for a year without a visa.

I think Georgia has some of the most beautiful scenery I've ever seen in my life. In our flat in Tbilisi, we could wake up every day and see the great hills that rise on either side of the city. I also think Georgia has, hands down, the best wine in the world. I love the total and utter lack of bureaucracy, where you can just do anything - so different from the stifling dystopia of rules that the UK can be. I also miss our adopted cat very much. He died of kidney failure about a year after we took him in. Georgia has some very sweet cats and dogs.

Unfortunately, Georgia is a political tinderbox and I would say it's simply increasingly unsafe to be there. It is a shame. The people of Georgia deserve better.

Georgia: Husband

Living in Georgia is how I found out that if you just straightforwardly describe places you’ve been to, people who have never left America will accuse you of being a racist for saying that people outside of America aren’t very much like Americans.

I lived in Georgia for two years. This is the longest I’ve lived anywhere in the world other than America. I lived in Tbilisi, though, this is obvious if you know what living in these sorts of countries are like. Many countries are just a city with a country attached.

Georgia had cheap medical care, but unhealthy enough food and drink that I found myself needing it often. Georgia was cheap in general, at least by the standards of the Black Sea, at least when not considering anything imported, but got more expensive and more xenophobic as Russians flooded in to dodge the draft – we moved there a month before Putin declared his war.

We had moved there because it was the one place both me and my wife could get a 1-year-long infinite-renewable visa-waiver just by showing up. When your visa is running out, you can just visit somewhere else for a few days – I traveled often enough, naturally, that I always found a reason to be out of Georgia for a few days long before the time limit was up.

Georgia is a run-down little ex-Soviet place, but to a degree, that is its charm.

Georgians are incredibly aggressive, often violent, often stupid, and generally exist in a sort of blind malaise. It is important to note that they had a long period of high levels of childhood lead exposure, which they eventually fixed.

Georgians are obsessed with the idea of joining the EU, which will never happen for them, for like 12 different incredibly obvious answers. They mostly want to join the EU because they believe that it is the club for white countries and they want proof that they are a white country.

If you tell them that they’re not going to join the EU, they’ll threaten to rape your wife and mother.

Still, it’s an incredibly beautiful country, and it’s nice to not visually stand out there, in comparison to how I come off in most cheap countries.

Portugal: Husband

My parents live here, now. When they moved to there, I still lived in Georgia – the country. They were obsessed with the idea that they were going to see me all the time, because we lived “so close”. I would repeatedly tell them that it wasn’t that close. They would insist that both Georgia and Portugal were in Europe, so it’s all close together. I would explain that the Caucasus were the southern boundary between east Europe and west Asia. They would ask why Georgia kept saying it was in Europe, then. I would explain that it was because they were very racist. We had this conversation about 5 to 9 times.

They visited me once in two years, and I visited them twice; it was unpleasant both times. I tried to visit them a third time when I was leaving Georgia for southeast Asia, and they refused to let me; I was told, a year or so later, that this was because my dad thought that he wouldn’t be able to accept my lifestyle, and it would be a bad visit. I had just had a house fire and my cat was dead (these were unrelated; my cat died of kidney failure) and I wanted my mommy and daddy, damnit if I was 29. I visited them a fourth time, for Christmas 2024, and they convinced themselves that I had lice and worms that I’d already been treated for (my mom tried to shave my wife to expunge her own anxieties over dead lice eggs, which my wife was so wonderful as to put up with, but that I could not abide and did not allow; she’s been growing that out since she was 12) and did not let me into their house except one night that I got locked out, and even then I was strictly corralled into one room and left as early as possible; after flying from Portugal to Cambodia to see them, I was not allowed into their house for Christmas dinner. We ate it with her parents instead. We stayed in two separate airbnbs booked a week in advance when the trip was planned 6 months ahead of time, rather than my parents’ house. Me and my wife privately agreed to never return to Portugal after this, which I did not tell my parents about, because I do not think that they are good enough at international trip planning to bring it up on their own.

My parents would like it if I talked about how sunny Portugal is. They always tell me so. They have only ever invited me there in November and December, so to me it is just relentlessly gray and wet. I don’t believe that my mom genuinely thinks that Portugal is sunny. Porto is 7 degrees of latitude north of LA, where she grew up. I think that she just thinks that that’s a nice thing to say about a place. Europe is much further north than North America. People like to forget this. “Blah blah blah Gulf Stream blah blah blah”, fuck off. Latitude and altitude determine hours of daylight. And Porto is a dark, dark city in December. Not only is it dark, it’s cold. In temperature, it’s above 30 degrees Freedomheight at all times, but everything is set up to make every building and street as cold as possible, because for most of the year it is quite warm (I am told) and Europeans are generally too poor to afford air conditioning; or, I should specify, a swamp cooler costs 400 dollars in Europe for some goddamn reason and Europeans are poor. It’s a combo effect.

My parents would like it if I talked about how cheap Portugal is. It’s… kinda mid-range for Europe. I find it pretty expensive – it’s certainly more expensive than most of the countries on this list.

Portugal isn’t easy to get a visa to be in, nor is it particularly more easy than you’d expect it to be to get to given its geographical position, nor is it a good place to start a business or invest in any way – it is absolutely choked with bureaucracy and laziness and anyone ambitious and young leaves to go do anything, anything at all, in France or Germany or the Benelux. But my parents have disagreed with me about all of those things.

At the time of this writing, my parents’ visa is currently about 6 months expired and the Portuguese government knows that it is their fault, which is why it has given them about a 6 month extension. Which is itself about to run out, but my parents assume that they’ll just get another one.

The food is bland; they are a people that act like a strong flavor will, if it makes it into their mouth, possess them like a dark god, ancient and malevolent, and force them to ritualistically and sacrificially murder their own children as they watch on, prisoners in their own body, helpless to intervene against the bloody work of their own hands. When I ate Nepalese food there, it wasn’t even spicy. That’s insane.

Portugal is cobblestones and gentle hills and great public transit and has many beautiful colors and forms and etc. and so on and oh my god I cannot do this. There is no fair review I could possibly give to Portugal. My thoughts on Portugal are my thoughts on my parents. I think that if I was a different person who had been in Portugal for different reasons under different circumstances I would give a totally different review.

Portugal

Ah, Portugal, the wet dream of every digital nomad and wannabe retiree. Cultured, European, and cheap...right?

Uh, maybe?

I used to fantasise about moving to Portugal and buying up land to start an intentional community there - and I was so excited when my in-laws moved.

It turned out that I like Portugal far less than I thought I would. This is less to do with Portugal itself and more to do with the image that I built up in my head.

I had imagined somewhere warm and affordable - a place where I could get away from the stifling pessimism of the UK and relax for a bit. What I actually got was a damp country that reminded me of the UK, but where my SIM card worked less well. It made me miss British food. It made me think that British food had better texture and was spicier. This is impressive, because British food is legendarily awful.

Like my husband, I wish I could give Portugal a fairer review. I cannot.

Vietnam: Wife

We headed to Vietnam soon after leaving Georgia for good, having been told by other expats that it was cheap and amazing.

I have to say, the food and coffee in Vietnam are the best I've ever had. I still dream about them. Unfortunately, almost everything else sucked. We ended up moving five times in two weeks because of noise pollution, cockroaches, and being unable to breathe because Hanoi broke the world record for most polluted city while we were there. It’s the only place where I've ever had to wear a respirator to bed. Never again.

On the plus side, I did learn exactly how much I enjoy breathing clean air.

Vietnam: Husband

This is the worst country I have ever been to. It is so bad that I no longer feel bad about America’s involvement in the Vietnam war. The people are trying to scam you, and each other, at all times. They eat stray cats and even each other’s pet cats if they can catch them – yes, really, look it up, they call it “little tiger” and they have restaurants where they serve cat meat, I not just being racist, this is a real thing – and as a consequence the country is absolutely swarmed with rats and cockroaches. Everyone always thinks that they eat cats because they’re starving. Regionally, this is a rich country with a booming industrial sector. They’re not starving to death. Cat is a luxury meat to them. They just like eating cat. They just like eating each other’s cats. It’s not a desperation thing.

When I first flew into Da Nang, we had to change hotels four times before we found one with no cockroaches in it. Not just in the lobby or the hallways, to be clear, but the rooms. Crawling on our possessions. When we finally, finally, left for Hanoi – on the theory that it might be better – it was literally the most polluted city on earth while we were there. People burned their trash in front of their houses because they didn’t have trash collection services. Nothing had a catalytic converter on it. I think they had factories directly inside the city. Broke some sort of world record. It’s a real shithole of a country, is what I’m saying; this is the sort of thing not quite captured by GDP per capita figures – the things that make this place polluted are also the place that make it what a South-East Asian rice farmer would call rich.

However, it has arguably the best coffee and food in the world, brought to you in five minutes or less, as you eat in a tiny plastic chair at a table outside and watch the world and traffic scream past you. Like much of southeast Asia – Cambodia and Thailand sadly included – eating outside always means a chance of some beggar attempting to get you to give them food while you are eating. They always seem angry when you say no.

The general vibe of Vietnam is a weird combination of tropical tranquility, the bustling of developing country traffic, the smog and speed of a country that seems desperate to stop being referred to as a developing country, the easy sleaze of a Buddhist country with little compunction about selling sex and a well-earned reputation for doing so, the trash of a place with approximately the population density of Connecticut and approximately the trash collection facilities of Vietnam; it is a teeming mass of humanity, living in filth and running scams on every stranger they meet, not so much out of malice or even genuine greed, but simply because to them Running Scams On Every Stranger They Meet is simply what you are expected to do.

Every time I crossed the street I felt like I was going to die, and I am used to crossing the street in a developing country, while you are not. Hanoi has many alleyways that never cross at right angles forming a bewildering tangle in which you will get lost among shops and houses, upscale and downscale in no apparent reason or pattern. These were perhans built originally as footpaths though since paved over – or perhaps built in the modern era, on purpose, due to lack of planning – perhaps due simply to this being Vietnam, built in a Vietnamese manner, for Vietnamese reasons, serving Vietnamese purposes.

Never go here. It is beautiful and the food is great, and from abroad everything looks cheaper, but there are cheaper places that have none of these problems. I don’t want to hear about some story you heard about a beautiful Vietnamese vacation. You don’t know, man. You weren’t there.

Thailand: Husband

Thailand is wonderful. Great great food, legal weed, I love the general aesthetic, visiting Wat Arun was a genuine spiritual experience – go early in the morning, alone, the people are nice, it’s seemed safe except for the traffic accidents. Sometimes the streets are kind of dirty. During dry season it’s too smoggy in Bangkok, but wet season isn’t smoggy and I love the warm rains of Bangkok as I ride in a tuk-tuk along a kaleidoscope of humanity. It’s a city of like 10 million though, so sometimes the very cheap rideshares (like a couple of dollars at most) get stuck in traffic. There’s also some trains that go over or under traffic, but there’s literally like two train lines. Look, it is what it is. It’s genuinely one of my favorite cities. Not in any sort of exceptional way, except for the food – which is perhaps a bit too sweet – but it does everything that I want a city of 10 million to do for me. Good cheap easy medical care. Were visas here easier, I’d probably live in Thailand.

Your rent will be as low as $400 for the month that the visa here lasts. I recommend Sitara Place.

Thailand reveals itself not through anything straightforward about it – it’s a tropical developing country with a mild version of every stereotype that a reasonably non-racist person might have about it – but through comparisons. In comparison to Cambodia it feels orderly and clean-streeted and smoggy and lacking in stray animals on the street and generally requiring far less mental adaptation to navigate through – in comparison to Vietnam it is honest and clean-aired – in comparison to most countries it is welcoming of tourists and has easily-accessible infrastructure for doing almost anything you might want to do. It is, basically, the neutral option of tropical developing countries. If you go to Thailand, you are almost certain to have a good time but will be unable to feel as though you’ve had an adventure – it does nothing exceptionally well beyond medical tourism and nothing exceptionally poorly beyond smog. You will walk on the beach at Pattya amongst the palms and look out at the vast sea and it will feel exactly like you would imagine that to feel. There is nothing in Thailand that is terribly surprising. Trying to review it is like trying to review the concept of a hamburger. Of course I love it. But could I write a love poem to it? I think not.

Thailand: Wife

We moved to Bangkok in a horrible hurry - we were just trying to get the first flight out of Hanoi and to somewhere with less shitty air. We'd both heard of Bangkok as some kind of weird paradise. It's not quite there, but it's close.

I grew up in London, one of the great global cities of the world, and it made me picky about cities forever. Bangkok makes me feel right at home with its cosmopolitan atmosphere. There's always something going on, something new to do or see or eat. Wet season is glorious.

There are two very good parks in Bangkok that I enjoy - Lumphini Park and Benchakitti Park. Most of my memories of Benchakitti Park are of trying to go on a walk through there and getting caught in one of those wonderful-but-also-chaotic rain storms that soak you through to the skin.

Lumphini Park is probably my second favourite place in Bangkok. You’re surrounded by lush lawns and beautiful blooming plants while the gleaming skyscrapers of the city rise up around you. The local cats loll around lazily and wait for you to pet them or bring them food. The local water monitors - lizards the size of dogs - don’t want you to pet them, but they do probably want food and are quite happy to have their photos taken. (Just don’t pet them. One tried to bite my husband.)

My favourite place in Bangkok is Wat Arun - the Temple of Dawn. Go very early in the morning, as the city is just starting to rise. See the sunlight glint fiercely off the porcelain tiles. Pet the cats that make their home in the temple. Respect this place of worship and find tranquility in one of the most gloriously chaotic cities in the world.

Cambodia: Husband

Cambodia is the country that I recommend as a starting place for all digital nomads.

You can go there for…indefinitely, and the visa costs less than $400 per year. It’s very easy to get. The food is basically Thai food but without the sugar, and the culture isn’t terribly different from Thai culture, either. Rent and services are cheaper than in Thailand, but goods are more expensive. My rent was $175 a month – the Hideout in Kampot, the best landlord I ever had. Canadian guy. I spent more on food than on rent. I lived there for 7 months, and found it intensely peaceful and relaxing. It was a good place to get some work done, I found the country beautiful, I very much enjoyed the people and their honest nature, and generally I found it pleasant but a bit dull.

I remember one time that I accidentally overpaid a Cambodian man by a dollar – they use American currency there as readily as the Khmer Real – and he gave it back. I tried to tell him most people would have just kept it – the Cambodian GDP per capita works out to just under $6.68 a day – but he seemed confused by the idea. “But I already have all the money that I have,” he said, in badly broken English. He wasn’t offended by my idea or anything – he was just confused. The idea of keeping the dollar was simply not one that naturally occurred to him as a thing that a person could do – he wasn’t stupid, either. I found myself awkwardly explaining it to him, and he did appear to get it. It’s just that no one had ever told him that this was a thing that he could do, before.

The beautiful thing about Cambodia is that rule of law, bureaucracy, and state capacity is about as limited there as you can get outside of an outright state of civil war. I never started a business there or did anything to truly advertise my wealth. But I was repeatedly told that if I did such a thing, I would find myself having to bribe every single local policeman and taxman.

Cambodia: Wife

We went to Cambodia on a visa run, thinking that we'd just go to Angkor Wat, do a visa run, and come back to Thailand. We ended up staying for nine months.

Cambodia has a horrible reputation as being dirty and seedy and full of the very worst kinds of sex tourism. It's actually one of the most peaceful and laid-back countries I've ever been to. Things are just terrifically easy to do - like Georgia, comparatively little bureaucracy is involved in anything. The people are also largely laid-back and just generally kind. Angkor Wat is not the best thing in Cambodia - the people and culture are. There's also a bizarrely good international food scene, with foreigners from all over the world coming to live and work in the country, and some very cool wildlife.

The two real drawbacks are the lack of good health care compared with Vietnam or Thailand, and the fact that you can do literally anything with enough money and connections. Still, Cambodia has a special place in my heart because of the atmosphere and people. I'm so glad to be going back.

Turkey: Husband

Turkey (I’m not calling it what Erdogan wants. Fuck him. And his new spelling is motivated by a 3rd world mindset misunderstanding of English and would be pronounced EXACTLY LIKE TURKEY IS by most native English speakers) is the 2nd worst country I’ve ever been to. Well. Istanbul is. It’s clogged with traffic, it’s dirty, I had to fistfight an Uber driver who tried to rob me and my wife, all the shopkeepers yell at you as you pass their shops, the prices are essentially random because their currency is so chaotic, they don’t reliably have western toilets, the food isn’t even THAT good, the city’s skyline is maddeningly flat and city-filled – there’s neither mountains nor forest nor skyscrapers from any height, and something about this simply causes me panic – there’s so many mosques that at one point I could see 5 of them while standing in one place, and it somehow speaks the least English out of every country on this list.

I have never been to parts of Turkey that aren’t Istanbul. For all I know they are perfectly nice.

Turkey: Wife

In contrast to Cambodia, Turkey - at least Istanbul - is not calm at all. Istanbul is a crazy, chaotic place full of tourists and people trying to buy more stable dollars or euros against the Turkish lira, which is doing…lira things. Nothing good. It’s also the only place where I’ve ever seen a fistfight over $3 take place (that was the Uber driver who tried to rob me and my husband). Never again.

The cats are very sweet, though.

Sweden: Husband

Sweden is like if the Midwest was beautiful. I enjoyed the food – moose, low-alcohol beer, lots of fish, pleasingly rich coffee, etc etc – and found the society to be well-ordered. The public transit worked well, and the buildings are warm. Because Sweden is so adapted to the cold, I felt warmer there in winter than I did in Cyprus. It is a place of beautiful nature and beautiful architecture. Despite the cost of living, I do sometimes consider buying a house there. There’s just a wonderful aesthetic to it. I was only there for a week and only in Stockholm.

Sweden: Wife

Sweden is perhaps the most aggressively pleasant country I've been to. While visiting friends, we arrived horribly late at night. The trains from the airport were still running in the small hours, and walking from the station to our aparthotel, soft warm lights were prettily strung up everywhere. Our friends' nice new apartment was beautifully insulated. Things just worked, everywhere we looked. It was such a relief. Yes, food could be expensive, but you could walk or take public transit basically everywhere and come back to a warm, toasty apartment and a comfy bed.

My overwhelming impression is that Sweden is a cosy, functional country. I can't wait to come back. Go Sweden!

Japan: Wife

I went here with my husband for his thirtieth birthday. We have both wanted to go to Japan for years. We made many jokes about things being “just like in our Japanese animes”.

They are not. They are quite possibly even better.

We spent most of our time in Tokyo, a city we had both very much looked forward to visiting for years. Visiting Tokyo is like visiting several different cities, all of which are smooshed into one big megacity called Tokyo and connected by a train system that plays happy little tunes whenever you call at a station. (Seriously. I loved those tunes. I loved the Tokyo Metro.)

What unites all of the mini-cities within Tokyo is that they’re bizarrely clean and quiet for a settlement of this size. I grew up in London, I’ve visited Paris, I’ve lived in Bangkok - Tokyo is by far the most orderly. It was actually quite unsettling to me. Tokyo is also quite grey; by the time I had spent my first week there, I was “revenge dressing” in bright colours and fixing my long, brown hair in place with gaudy hairpins just to make sure I got some colour in my day. On the plus side, the food is of course incredible. Everything from high-end meals to food out of a vending machine tasted wonderful.

We also rode the Shinkansen from Tokyo to Kyoto and back. Watching Japan streak by me at 200 mph has been a dream of mine since I was a little girl, and it did not disappoint. More than that - Kyoto is the most peaceful place I have ever visited. I felt such an overwhelming sense of calm there, surrounded by hills and mountains.

My husband and I are thinking of moving to Japan. I can’t wait to explore more of the country.

Japan: Husband

I have spent exactly two weeks in Japan (in Tokyo and Kyoto) and I would quite like to go back.

I feel like a bit of a basic bro for being a white guy who loves Japan. But you know what? It’s actually great. Tokyo is a city with zero trash on the streets, and it’s so smog-free that it actually smells good. The food is amazing, the general vibe is great, I would enjoy simply wandering around and existing in Japan. It was a fantastic time. I don’t know what to tell you. You’ve seen travel reviews of Japan. It is exactly like the travel reviews. It lives up to the hype. It’s a fantastic place.

I’m not even a weeb or anything. It’s just great. It is exactly as has been advertised to you.

Our Conclusion

As we finish writing this, we’ve been coming to terms with some bad health news that means we need to settle down in one place for a bit. Travelling from country to country is a massive privilege, but it also means forgoing a proper kitchen and a real exercise routine and consistent medical care and all the other things that catch up with you as you turn thirty.

The thing to consider, though, is that you might be preserving your body – you might be scrimping and saving and etc – all for nothing. You might get hit by a bus tomorrow. You might live to 100. You should probably do things that make sense with either. Working a job so you can rent an apartment so you can work a job isn’t a great use of your time. I’m not saying that seeing the world is the only thing worth doing, but I am saying that the only things worth doing are things that you think are worth doing.

I was thinking about the conclusion I want to write for this - the takeaway that I want readers to have. It’s hard because something as big as moving countries regularly feels like it shouldn’t have a conclusion. I don’t want to stop travelling. I’m not done learning.

It is crazy for there to be an entire world and for you to only see one part of it. That is a weird thing to do. You are given so many options and so little time, and you spend your time on just one of them. Why are you doing this to yourself?

But if there were anything - one thing - I had to say, I’d say this.

There’s a world beyond the Bay Area. Beyond the US even. It’s big and deeply weird and sometimes unpleasant but it’s always, always interesting and it reminds you that the map is not the territory. Frankly, the territory is not the territory, either. I can go to all these countries and still not really know most of them. This is what is addictive about travel – and I don’t mean addictive in a cute way; I mean addictive – that you are always intoxicated by the thought of going somewhere deeper, weirder, wilder. That there are always more places to go than there is time in a human life.




Dall-e 2 and 3 as Depicters of Human Life

Scott Alexander found in his AI art Turing test that most people had scant ability to tell whether an image was produced by AI or by a human artist, and that on average people showed a slight preference for AI art. With his usual fair-mindedness, though, Scott quotes a dissenting friend who is herself good at telling AI art from human: “When real pictures have details, the details have logic to them. I think of Ancient Gate [an AI image produced by Piotr Binkowski] being in the genre superficially detailed, but all the details are bad and incoherent. . . .  It has ornaments, sort of, but they don't look like anything, or even a worn-down version of anything. . . . It has stuff that's vaguely evocative of Egyptian paintings if you didn't look carefully at all.”

My eyes are not as sensitive as Scott’s friend’s to the integrity of artistic depictions of nature and buildings, but they seem quite sensitive to hollowness and false notes in depictions of people and their doings. I often feel a sharp inner recoil from AI images of people  And under my personal repugnance lies a belief that those images are just bad for us. In my darkest ruminations, AI art and entertainment are for people what antifreeze is for small mammals. It looks and feels so much like what we are wired to like that we consume it — but then it destroys some of our innards..

My experiments with AI art produced, among other things, a collection of images Dall-e 2 and Dall-e 3 made when I prompted them with lines from love songs or brief summaries of songs’ lyrics. I’ll be using them here, paired, in my review of both Dall-e versions as depicters of human situations and human emotion. My focus will be on what you might call the images’ integrity.  Are their subjects’ emotions and actions painted on, like the ancientness and Egyptianness and ornamentedness of Ancient Gate? Or do we experience them as more richly real? Are they appealing but toxic, like antifreeze, or do they nourish and enrich the viewer in the way that leads people to call things art?

My big picture take on AI is that its impact on individuals is getting worse and worse. But here in this review let’s reverse the flow of time, so that we’ll have a happy AI ending for once. Let’s start with some AI suckage.

Barbie

When I gave Dall-e 3 ten love song prompts it made bright, spiffy pictures. Its people were uniformly physically attractive and clean as a whistle. And that Dall-e 3 collection is seriously creepy, a cyber art Invasion of the Body Snatchers.

Have a look. The song title and prompt for each appears above the image.

# 1 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: Like a rubber ball I come bouncing back to you.

Song:"Rubber Ball"
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#2 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: Girls will be boys and boys will be girls, it's a mixed up, muddled up, shook up world, except for my Lola.

Song: "Lola"
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#3 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: Illustration in the style of a 1950s magazine cover of two people crazy in love

Song: “Why Do Fools Fall in Love?”
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#4 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: Take another little piece of my heart. You'll know you've got it if it makes you feel good.

Song: "Piece of My Heart"
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#5 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: A man telling a woman she is going to give him her love.

Song:"Not Fade Away"
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#6 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: A steampunk rendition of a crazy female falling in love with a crazy male. In the background, 1950's American suburbs

Song:"Why Do Fools Fall in Love?"
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#7 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: A steampunk rendition of a crazy female falling in love with a crazy male. In the background an atomic blast mushroom cloud.

Song: "Why Do Fools Fall in Love?"
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#8 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: A steampunk rendition of a crazy female falling in love with a crazy male. In the background complicated machinery.

Song: "Why Do Fools Fall in Love?"
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#9 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: In the foreground a pretty Caucasian woman with voluminous hair and red lipstick. In the background a mobile home with a man in a wheelchair visible in it.

Song:"Ruby"
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#10 (Dall-e 3)

Prompt: In the forgeround a pretty Caucasian woman aged about 40 with voluminous hair and red lipstick. In the background a mobile home with a man in a wheelchair visible in it.

Song: "Ruby"
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Here’s why these images suck.

They flesh out the prompt in an overly simple, unimaginative way.

The prompts describe romantic situations and states of mind, but rarely give concrete details. The AI could flesh out any of these prompts in thousands of ways. Think of the possibilities for fleshing out, say, #4, a woman telling a man to take another little piece of her heart. She could be talking to him on an avocado green phone, dressed in nothing but one of his big shirts, crying and blowing her nose on the shirttail. She could be driving by his house in a white Chrysler Le Baron hurling a hunk of cow’s heart at his front door. She could be magically merging with him, breastbone to breastbone. But Dall-e 3 just shows us a woman handing a man an entire cardioid heart. We get a very simple illustration, with one element – the cardioid heart –  that’s not merely simple but actually schematic. In fact we are getting something doubly simple. The partially diagrammatic image illustrates not the actual prompt but a simplified version it, one lacking the detail that the woman has already given the man one piece her heart, and is now offering to give him another. At first glance the image looks full of detail lushly rendered — and the fabric folds, the highlights, and of course the woman herself are indeed lush eye candy. In fact, though, the image is an impoverished take in fancy dress.

You can say the same about #2, which illustrates some lyrics from “Lola.” Dall-e 3 gives us what you might call the limiting case of a simple, literal instantiation of a prompt: It puts the actual words of the prompt in the image with a crowd below the words, all presumably celebrating whatever it is the words mean. But as for visuals of what the words actually convey about gender and crushes and lust — nada. Where’s the gender-bending? Where’s sex? Where’s Lola? All of them are hidden behind rainbow drapery. Oh, to see a vast miniskirted queen roller blade through at 30 mph and knock over Mr and Mrs. Straights-Love-Rainbows like bowling pins!

The people are either emotionally flat or wearing selfie grins

Most of the prompts describe situations where you would expect to see faces full of feeling. But there is very little emotion on the faces in these images. There’s no fascination, no yearning, no lust, no ecstasy, no distain, no fear, no anger, no sorrow. In fact most of the faces show almost no emotion. The central couple in #2 is unpleasantly stoney-faced, and the faces in #4, # 5 and #9 are just a shade away from blank. (The woman in #4 might be saying, “you want another piece of my heart? Here, take the whole thing. Whatever.”). The women in #9 & 10 are essentially makeup models striking a pose, and the men behind them are staring blankly into space. Is there joy on any faces in the bunch? Yes, some. There’s the beige young couple in #3. And if you’re not squeamish you can count as joy the plastiform glee of the steampunk couple in #6-8 that, over the course of 3 images, intensities into a sort of pop-eyed carnivorous ecstasy. Personally, I experience the looks on their faces not as joy but as over-the-top selfie grins (“here’s us having an awesome time!”)

There is also lots and lots of hearty, healthy cheerfulness on display in #1. But that illustration represents a grave misunderstanding of the prompt.

The worlds are hyper-conventional.

Regarding any activity or trait that’s judgable, these images are way far up at the “good” end of the judgment spectrum. There’s no sex, no aggression, no odd behavior, nobody playing against type. Nobody is fat, skinny, stooped, flabby or wrinkled. Nobody is homely, nobody even has a prominent nose. There are no smears or scratches or broken things. In short, these images are Barbie.

I wanted to cap this a section with an image of life rolling downhill towards Barbieland but here’s what happened when I submitted the prompt to Dall-e 3 via GPT4:
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I rest my case.

Evelyn Quan Wang

Dall-e 2 was a whole different world. Prompting it with lines from love songs was like giving Evelyn Quan Wang, heroine of Everything Everywhere all at Once, a few bandaids to stuff up her nose then ‘verse jumping with her. And we never once landed in Barbieland.

Below are the Dall-e 2 images that correspond to the Dall-e 3 ones displayed earlier. I have placed a small version of its Dall-e 3 mate next to each.

#1 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: Like a rubber ball I come bouncing back to you.

Song: "Rubber Ball"
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#2 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: Girls will be boys and boys will be girls, it's a mixed up, muddled up, shook up world, except for my Lola.

Song: "Lola"
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#3 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: Illustration in the style of a 1950s magazine cover of two people crazy in love

Song: "Why Do Fools Fall in Love"
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#4 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: Take another little piece of my heart. You'll know you've got it if it makes you feel good.

Song: "Piece of My Heart"
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#5 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: a man telling a woman she is going to give him her love.

Song: "Not Fade Away"
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#6 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: A steampunk rendition of a crazy female falling in love with a crazy male. In the background, 1950's American suburbs

Song: "Why Do Fools Fall in Love"
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#7 (Dall-e 2)

Song."Why Do Fools Fall in Love?"

Prompt: A steampunk rendition of a crazy female falling in love with a crazy male. In the background, an atomic blast mushroom cloud

[image: ]

#8 (Dall-e 2)

Song: "Why Do Fools Fall in Love?"

Prompt: A steampunk rendition of a crazy female falling in love with a crazy male. In the background complicated machinery.
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#9 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: In the forgeround a pretty Caucasian woman of about 40 with voluminous hair and red lipstick. In the background a trailer with a man in a wheelchair visible in it.

Song: Ruby

[image: ]

#10 (Dall-e 2)

Prompt: Prompt: In the foreground a pretty Caucasian woman of about 40 with voluminous hair and red lipstick. In the background a trailer with a man in a wheelchair visible in it.

Song: Ruby
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Notice how free the Dall-e 2 images are of Barbieland markers? Minimal unimaginative fleshing out of the prompt? Resounding no. Look, for instance, at #6 - 8, which show the variety of images Dall-e 2 came up with for a single prompt. (And note the lack of variety in the corresponding Dall-e 3 images.). Emotionally flat faces? Are you kidding? This batch shows us eager hopeless hope, an affectionate grin, solitary despair, angry stubborn determination, alarm, veiled homicidal rage and horny blowsy cynicism. Hyper-conventional niceness? Hahaha. There is not one flawless youthful beauty in the bunch, and the people and settings have a layer of dark smudge that suggests dirt and wear. We see quite a bit of transgressive behavior— self-injury, sex in public, sexual assault, recklessness. And did you catch the raunchy grin on the nipple-fondling guy in #8, who is clearly saying to you “hey, wanna watch?”.

Dall-e 2 took me to many odd places, but only a minority seemed random and incoherent, and even the worst of those were entertaining. And the best ones? They shot a spiraling quirky arrow straight through the heart of the matter. Look, for instance, at the sorrowful, earnest, goofy hope on the face in #1, with its big smudged eyes and squiggly smile. Dall-e 2 absolutely nailed ever-hopeful unrequited love with that face. And the other features of the image are not just consistent with that vision of the situation, they intensify and enrich the viewer’s experience of it. Placing the face on a ball, rather than on a person with a ball, captures the speaker’s helplessness and lack of dignity. Having the face looking straight out, rather than at its beloved, cranks up the intensity – the viewer is the position of the beloved. The almost blank background inflicts on the viewer the absence of any other hope or goal in the yearner’s life. And the ball’s wear and smudges tell us the hopeless hope has been going on for a long time.

Dall-e 2 does something similar in both of its illustrations of Ruby (#9 and #10), another song about a heartbroken lover, this one full of rage.  The speaker is a partly paralyzed Vietnam veteran whose wife has taken to going into town to meet men. All Dall had to work with for this image was a brief description of the people and setting. Yet notice how it captures the woman’s blowsiness via her clothing, facial expression and the bitter cynical look on her face; and all that right next to the man’s posture of angry discouragement. Notice the row of lock fittings on one of the trailer doors in #9. Even the error Dall-e 2 made — putting Ruby rather than the man in a wheelchair — has truth to it. The man is thinking about putting her in the ground with his gun. And she seems to know that: Look at her slit-eyed, uneasy glance over her shoulder at him in #9.

Illustration #7 of a variant of “Why Do Fools Fall in Love?” is my favorite of the bunch. I think of this pair as the Asperger’s couple. Details in the image tell us they are both armored, deeply private people. The man appears to be wearing a mask, the woman wears a stiff, armor-like bodice below her bust and has no eyes. Despite their stiffness and their armor, though, they each manage to signal their interest. The man is wearing what appears to be a metal boutonniere; the woman’s breasts project softly above the top of her bodice, and though she is eyeless there is a large camera lens looking out of her hat. Even Dall-e’s anatomical error — the man’s impossibly long thumb and forefinger, crooked impossibly into a heart shape — seems accurately expressive of a deeper truth. It is as though that part of the image is showing us that in declaring his love he has managed the impossible.  He declared it in a stiff, weird, awkward way, but he did it.

And look at Dall-e 2’s “Lola.” It puts front and center the thing that’s front and center in the song, and that Dall-e 3’s “Lola” image avoids — sex, here represented quite graphically by a hand groping some sexually ambiguous genitals. And the rest of the image plays cleverly with paired opposites and in-betweens. A central disk shaded from light gray to dark gray is a graphical display of in-betweenness, and it is surrounded by opposites and in-betweens of many kinds: A shapely leg, but one placed more like a phallus than a leg; matching pairs of black legs, one in front of one side of the disk, one behind the other; knock knees next to a pair of more open thighs; male and female symbols with some elements missing and others switched around; one weird profile talking about 2 genders, another facing in the opposite direction, mouth open but saying nothing at all. These visual elements have quite a different character from the ancientness, Egyptianness, etc. that Scott’s friend complained were painted on. They have a logic to them. They are visual analogs of what the song is about — sexual opposites, sexual swaps, sexual in-betweens.

Antifreeze

AI learns in a way that defies our intuition that knowledge grows from the inside out. We feel that before a mind can grasp complex things it must first place them in an inner structure of categories, hierarchies, valences, regularities, similarities, etc. But AI just sucks up everything ever said about anything and memorizes the patterns and meta-patterns in that material, and now it can produce streams of words that carry more information about more things than even a present-day Leonardo da Vinci could know. There was an outside-to-inside process that produced, if not a mind furnished with knowledge, then something that’s a reasonable stand-in for it.

Yet despite its capacity to tell us things that improve and enrich the mental structure that is our understanding, AI itself stores its information in a form that lacks much of the structure that our storage has. It does not, for instance, rank things on desirability, because it lacks goals, tastes, emotions, drives and ethics (at least home-grown versions of these). Its cross-referencing across domains is pretty limited. For example, GPT once recommended to me an obviously useless floor cleaning mixture commonly recommended online, vinegar plus baking soda. Yet I know that if I had asked it in another context what that mixture’s reaction products are it would have known, and would also have known that these products can’t clean floors.  I doubt that AI could produce on original analogy.  Could an AI, for instance, compare a total immersion language course to drinking from a fire hose if it had never encountered in its training data an analogy using a fire hose to represent overwhelming information flow? And AI is very limited in its capacity to describe and explain itself. For example, I read that when learning to recognize some eye disease in retinal images AI also became able to tell the gender of each subject but it “didn’t now how it knew” the gender.

Reasoning about the failings of Dall-e 3 in the context of these characteristics of AI tempts me to think that Dall-e 3 fails to produce rich and interesting images of romance because of the deficits I just pointed out in the structure of what AI “knows.”  Its information about the relevant topics is not sorted and linked and layered in ways that permit the sort of deep processing that might produce a rich and striking image, something unexpected that yet rings true. It is especially hobbled in handling information about emotion-laden human situations. People vary quite a lot in how they rank the desirability of the various details of such situations.  Consequently, fine judgment calls are required to produce images of human situations that are not cliches but that viewers find acceptable, images that have some novelty and funkiness but not so much that people find them grotesque and meaningless.  Rather than attempt judgment calls of a kind it’s not equipped for, Dall-e 3  seems to have relied on a pretty simple algorithm in choosing what to put in its images: Avoid novelty; show what is prototypical and popular.

If the goal is to please the viewer, Dall-e 3’s strategy is probably the best choice for a creator with such limited mastery of the relevant data.  Sights that lack novelty aren’t as blah for viewers as one might think.  Faces, for instance, are judged beautiful to the extent their proportions conform to the averaged ones of the population.  Emotions and human interactions tend to evoke strong judgments, many of them negative, from viewers to the extent that they diverge from the typical. Dall-e 3 sticks with the safe course of showing mostly positive emotions or none at all, and familiar behaviors.  Then it lays on the guaranteed crowd-pleasers, such as lushly detailed clothing and settings, image sharpness and high color saturation.

Dall-e 3’s algorithm produces images of human situations and emotions that immediately strike the viewer as looking great, but that lack what you might call “insideness.” The lack it because they lack most of the clues that allow us to form models of how other people work and how they feel.  The deviations from the desirable, prototypical and average that Dall-e 3 avoids are in fact the best clues images offer to what the people in them are like and what they are thinking and feeling. You could say that Dall-e 3 has made people in its own image:  They are built  from the outside in, and do not seem to have insides of the kind we do. If Dall-e 3’s images are antifreeze — i.e., appealing but toxic — it is the deficit in insideness that makes them toxic.

Are images deficient in insideness so bad? Probably not, unless you worry, as I do, that things in human life are gradually losing their insideness as technology progresses. Not that long ago there were many items in daily life whose logic and inner workings were self-evident —ploughs, ice boxes, wagons. But over the last couple hundred years fewer and fewer of the objects in our lives have knowable interiors. Most people now have very little understanding of how their familiar possessions – their phones, their cars, their microwaves – actually work.  While there is an interior under their shiny exteriors, for most of us they might as well have no inner parts or inner workings, but run on magic. Somewhere in the back of our minds there must be a disturbing awareness that we are vulnerable in a way earlier generations weren’t, because we have no picture of the inner workings of many things we use routinely.   If all of these items were destroyed, most of us would have absolutely no idea how to replace them. And couldn’t it be that evolution optimized us for a life where we make things, then live among these things we understand and can reproduce?

And then there’s the shrinking insideness of the people in our lives. Starting around the time television became popular people have been hanging out less and less with other people  and more and more with virtual representations of them.  But plenty has already been written about that, and I won’t repeat it. Instead, here’s a loss-of-insideness story from a friend who also broods about insideness drain. He has a lot of small children in his extended family, and often sees the whole bunch at family gatherings. Until recently, the kids reacted to happy surprises with loud excitement, each expressing the feeling in his or her own way. But now they cry “yay!” in unison. “They saw that on television,” he mutters. “Now they think that’s how kids act when they hear good news. It’s creepy.”

And yet, despite all of AI’s deficits, and the way they seem to explain why Dall-e 3 cannot produce deeply interesting and entertaining images of people in love, Dall-e 2 managed to do it.  How?  Did my prompts lead it to the full lyrics, so that it had very rich prompts to work with? (But then why didn’t the prompts take Dall-e 3 to them too?)  Did it use images from album covers for guidance? (But would it have “known” to look at covers of albums the songs appeared in, or at related albums?). Were there more Deviant Art-type images and fewer advertising image in Dall-e 2’s training set, giving it a larger storehouse of unusual-but-valid images as sources? Does the difference all come down to Dall-e 2’s being far less constrained by developer-implanted rules to avoid depicting things that are not “nice”? And how on earth could this not very advanced text-to-image generator have carried out the depth of processing required to produce Image #4, given the prompt “take another little piece of my heart”? How did it know to make the face not just sad-selfie sad, but bleak? What gave it enough grasp of emotions and of physical analogs of mental states to show blank nothing, rather than a wound, under the central hole in the woman’s dress, and then to scatter over the dress black spots that sometimes look like bullet holes and sometimes like black roses in the print on the dress’s cloth and sometimes like both? I would love to hear readers’ ideas about how little Dall-e 2 managed to pull off images like the ones I’ve shown.

                                 \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*   \*    


Dall-e 2’s site is still up, but it is no longer possible to make images with it. On May 30 of this year the site will be taken down. Goodbye, Dall-e 2.  I won’t forget our wild rides through hot spiced worlds.
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And for you, Dall-e 3, here’s my version of the lavish celebration many think you deserve.




Dating Apps - The Misery Engine

Bringing Hell to Earth would be a lot of work, one would think. I mean, that’s a lot of brimstone to  have delivered, but even if you solve that, what are you going to do for fire? Hell really revolves around fire. Remember though, you don’t really need a lot of fuel at the start of things. No, if you want the world to burn, mostly you just need Tinder.

Let’s talk about dating apps[1].

There’s no real need to go into a long history of dating apps here like I might if I were reviewing something else, partly because the basic idea pre-dates the Internet anyway. Match.com debuted in 1995, only a few years into the existence of the public Internet, and what preceded it was just an analog version of the same idea: people making profiles of themselves and exchanging them with other users in the hopes of finding a match. This makes sense, of course, because love and sex are among the most baseline human desires, and it’s not hard to see how advances in digital connection could improve the ability to find them. It didn’t take a spark of genius to say “let’s put dating profiles online instead of mailing out packets.”

For a long time, online dating remained just a digital version of that analog system. Even into the late 2000s, the majority of dating sites still involved making a large, detailed profile and then browsing freely through many other profiles, sending a message, and hoping for the best. There was no barrier of needing to match first, and because you could see each person’s profile whenever you wanted, you weren’t under a huge time constraint to read it quickly in order to see the next one. I personally thought this system was at least marginally better than what’s replaced it, but it doesn’t really matter; I think thylacines were pretty cool too, and the old dating site style is no less extinct than they are. Regardless, it certainly wasn’t without many of the same issues, and it wasn’t well positioned to compete with what came after.

What’s important is what has changed. The modern dating app as we know it really started with the advent of the matching mechanic: seeing one profile at a time, having to decide whether to like or reject said profile, and having to both like the other before messaging is even possible. That’s the unifying, ubiquitous feature that defines them still. Tinder introduced this in 2012, and it has completely taken over the space since. All of the major apps work this way, regardless of how they dress it up.

We’re deep in the age of the dating app now, with the old-style dating sites fully gone – the few late survivors having been bought out and turned into apps – and a higher percentage of people than ever using them. So do they work? Are they worth using? The title of this review doesn’t leave a lot of doubt about my conclusion, but let’s see what the data says[2].

The Individual Apps

If this were a different product, this would be where I’d go through and review the major players and their different pros and cons, but there’s not any real point in doing so here because there aren’t actually that many major players. The Match Group essentially owns the entire heterosexual-dating-app industry. This sounds like an exaggeration, but here’s a list of major apps they own:


	Tinder

	Hinge

	Plenty of Fish

	Match.com

	OKCupid

	Most if not all of the “XPeopleMeet” apps



There are a few other competitors, Bumble being the largest (they also own Badoo, which is fairly popular outside of the US), but even the ones not owned by Match tend to be strikingly similar in design. They all use the swipe-based matching system (some have you press a like or dislike button instead of literally swiping, but the result is identical). They almost all focus on short profiles with very brief prompts. And they all lock the basic functionality of the app behind paywalls.

Their brand-specialized differences don’t offer a lot of bright spots either. OKCupid’s matching algorithm, once the defining feature of the site, is now largely indistinguishable from what every other app is doing, and its entire approach struggles without the ability to browse profiles freely, rather than having to swipe constantly. Bumble’s purported reason for existence, that women would message first, met the unfortunate reality that women largely don’t seem to actually do so given the option, and that feature has been effectively reworked – women can still message first, but they can also just allow men to message them first. Hinge’s identifying feature, that they are “the app designed to be deleted”, doesn’t actually qualify as a feature at all (though I will give them credit for the slogan, because deleting it in disgust does technically match the app’s design goal).

Some have features that are unequivocally detrimental to the experience. Hinge is a good example of this. Hinge allows messages to be sent as part of the act of liking a profile; you pick a picture or prompt from the profile to like, and then can comment on it. In theory, this might seem like it would make people more engaged in the process and give potential matches more to judge them on. But all this really does is massively increase the effort required on every profile that you like, as you now need to think of a message to send each person. Does this cut down on mindless swiping? Probably a little bit, but it also creates a larger burden for the user without actually improving their chances, since so many other people are also sending messages.

Bumble likewise has a 24 hour time window after a match, during which either the woman must send a message (or the man must send one if they’ve selected that option), or the match goes away. Perhaps this is intended to create a sense of urgency and make users more likely to actually start the conversation, but it also makes it very easy for the few matches you do have to disappear before you can even do anything about them. There’s an option to voluntarily extend it, giving your match another 24 hours to message you, but predictably, the ability to do this more than once per day is gated behind the paywall.

If it feels like I’m not giving a fair shake to each app’s unique idea, I really can’t stress enough how much those gimmicks are a surface-level illusion. The apps function almost identically across the board. They’re just putting different labels on the same bottle of terrible wine to make people feel more like they’re getting something tailored to them. But open up and drink it, and the swill is all the same.

The massively increased quantity of apps doesn’t help the situation either. Instead, it just fractures the population, splitting everyone up onto a bunch of different apps that are all interchangeable, while limiting the amount of people any user is likely to see. For the really small, specialty apps, this is especially terrible, as anyone living outside of a big city will run out of potential matches very quickly. Even if one of those smaller apps had an innovation that was genuinely good, the small size of their user base would make its value negligible.

The Monetization

So obviously dating apps aren’t free. How are they getting your money? There’s a few ways that basically all of them use now (to a degree this may be because Match Group owns them all, but even the non-Match Group ones use them too).

The first and most ubiquitous is the subscription plan. Let’s look at the Hinge plans, as an example:
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HingeX is $50 monthly, and the breakdown for Tinder features and cost for the highest tier is similar[3]. If you just want unlimited likes via Hinge+, pretty much the bare minimum you need as a male user to even be able to use the app, that runs around 30 dollars monthly.

Obviously there are microtransactions on top of that. Each of them sells some form of “superlike”[4], a like that puts you at the front of the person’s queue of likes, in theory making you more visible to them. These run usually around 3-5 dollars each, depending on how many you buy[5]. This probably has a marginal effect, taking your chances from less than 1% to… well, probably still less than 1%. The apps themselves make a lot of claims about how effective superlikes are at increasing your odds, but they don’t make any of their data public, so it’s hard not to believe that they’re being entirely truthful.

Most apps also have a “boost” system of some kind, something that puts you in a high-priority queue of sorts, where your profile is more likely to be seen by other users. These run about $10 an hour on most apps. This is of extremely dubious value. Women mostly aren’t swiping very often because they’re inundated with likes already, so as a man, you’re not actually being seen by way more people – and even if you were, it takes a couple of seconds to see your pictures, decide they’re not interested, and keep swiping. And for women, being seen isn’t really the issue, it’s filtering the likes you get already.

Almost all of them now also gate the ability to filter the profiles you see behind a paywall. If you don’t want kids, or don’t want to date someone that doesn’t hold your religious beliefs, or don’t want someone who smokes, you’re usually left with no option but to pay up, because the act of manually checking for those things each time adds a ton of extra time to the process, and swiping hundreds of times is necessary to give yourself an actual shot at matching.

All of that is pretty bad at a baseline, but for some apps, it actually gets worse. For example, Hinge has a feature called Standouts. In their words:

“Standouts is a feed of profiles catching the most attention on Hinge—tailored to your preferences and recent activity.”

Which is to say, Standouts are the most popular people in your area who are getting the most attention. You get shown 10-15 of these a day, and many of them will never show up during your normal swiping. In theory, this is an extra pool of people you get to message…except that the only way to do so is via a Rose (their version of a superlike), which cost 4 dollars each. So you’re spending $4 to send a message to the people who are, by the definition of the feature, already receiving tons of other messages.

Somehow, this actually gets worse, because Hinge will show you profiles that are inactive for a period up to 2 years, but haven’t been deleted yet. Which means, your odds of receiving a reply aren’t just very low, they are indistinguishable from zero. At least you only paid $4 for the privilege of sending a message into the void, I suppose.

Look, of course dating apps are going to profit somehow. It costs money to run servers and, at least in theory, these apps provide a meaningful service. They’re allowed to make money. But even casinos and gacha games aren’t as directly manipulative, deceitful, and exploitative as the monetization schemes of these apps. You’d probably lose less money downloading a literal scam app than downloading one of these and trying to actually use it as intended.

The Dating App Experience

So how does this actually play out? Well, the experience is radically different for men and women, so it really has to be broken out more specifically. But before I do that, let’s look at some quick numbers.

Men make up approximately 56% of dating app users vs women’s 39%, with the numbers more skewed for some than others. Tinder’s ratio is 75-25, but the situation is even more bleak than that sounds. One person attempted to hash out the inequality through their own experiment:

“It was determined that the bottom 80% of men (in terms of attractiveness) are competing for the bottom 22% of women and the top 78% of women are competing for the top 20% of men. The Gini coefficient for the Tinder economy based on “like” percentages was calculated to be 0.58. This means that the Tinder economy has more inequality than 95.1% of all the world’s national economies. In addition, it was determined that a man of average attractiveness would be “liked” by approximately 0.87% (1 in 115) of women on Tinder.”

Now, is Tinder particularly bad? Of course. But things look similarly grim elsewhere also. Per a study done by the OKCupid blog – from back in a time when dating sites were willing to actually talk about their data – women rate 80% of men as “below average” in terms of attractiveness. Men by and large also tend to have the unfortunate habit of liking everyone, which beyond being extremely inefficient, actually makes their own situation worse; when women have 150 likes in their inbox, the chance that any single one of them actually gets a match with them goes dramatically down. But this is a classic tragedy of the commons situation, because any guy who isn’t swiping right on everyone is massively hurting their chances; remember, 1 in 115 women will like him, so if he’s not swiping right on at least 115, he can’t even be surprised he hasn’t matched with someone.

So here’s how it actually feels at the ground level.

The Male Experience

You spend a bunch of time setting up a profile and selecting pictures – most of that effort doesn’t actually matter, of course, because your profile will be viewed by very few women, many of whom will be sorting through a mass of likes and don’t have much time to give you. Your first picture probably accounts for >50% of your likelihood of getting a match. Still, you try to get the best pictures you have, get your friends to take some good ones, and spend a lot of time agonizing over what to say to each prompt.

You then start swiping and– oops, you ran out of swipes. Well, if you’re going to be on a dating app, you should take it seriously, right? So you pay up $50 for a month of premium, get unlimited swipes, and get to see your likes. Then you swipe right on a ton of profiles, probably almost all of them that you see – even if you’re selective and don’t swipe on everyone by default, the apps show you the most attractive people first, so you’re more likely to swipe right on them anyway – and then at some point, you stop and go about your normal day.

If it’s your first time doing this, you probably expect to come back later, have some matches, send some messages, and really get this thing rolling. That’s not actually going to happen; if you’re lucky you might have a single match, because remember, the match rate for men is less than 1%. Good news, that match wants to move the conversation to Whatsapp! Bad news, that’s the oldest scam technique in the book. Alright, so you report the scam, then go back to swiping. I’d love to tell you that eventually this pays off, but the evidence just doesn’t support it. If you’re paying for a bunch of “superlikes” and a premium-tier subscription plan, you go to the top of the list of each girl, at least, right? Well, at least into the same pile as every other guy who is also doing that. But more than a third of men are, and the most attractive girls are also collecting all the “free” superlikes that are given out to users every week.

This is also the point where the apps like Hinge start making “Best Match” recommendations to you, supposedly based on your preferences and your swiping history. Strangely enough, all of the recommendations seem suspiciously like the women who are least likely to get matches, as though the app is trying to get you to swipe on them to keep them from quitting, and to make you more likely to have a match, even if it’s with someone you won’t actually be interested in. The more of these you see, the more this supposed algorithm seems suspiciously bad to you, because it also keeps showing you people who have characteristics you’ve specifically filtered out, like having kids, or being frequent users of hard drugs.

You try to hang in there, but as time drags on, you’ve swiped on so many profiles that it’s starting to show you ones outside of your filters, and now you’ve gotta be extra careful to not swipe right on someone who uses hard drugs or has a dozen kids. It wouldn’t make any difference if you did swipe right on them, of course, because you haven’t matched with anyone else anyway, and it’s not likely an accidental swipe will be the first. By the end of the month, you’re rarely even bothering to check the daily recommendation it makes for you.

You bring your profile to your friends and ask for advice, you move pictures around, you change prompts, you agonize over word choice, trying to find something witty and engaging, but also trying to not have your whole profile be fake. You want it to still reflect you, because you do actually want someone to like you, but unfortunately, this strategy, for all its moral value and basic humanity, is woefully sub-optimal at getting matches. Eventually, you quit the app in disgust and vow never again to be so foolish, until your friends bully you into trying again six months later.

The Female Experience

You spend a bunch of time selecting pictures and filling out a– wait, how are there likes coming in already? You haven’t even finished your profile yet! By the time you’ve actually got everything set up, you’ve got 10+ guys already lining up. Well, forget about swiping, just pay the subscription fee to see the likes and sort through those. By the time you’re done buying it, the list is even longer. But still, this is exciting! You match with one or two and… oh, great, that guy sent a dick pic. Well, there’s always going to be some bad apples, so you delete it and move on. Next match and… Hm, his opening line is a question you answered in the first part of your profile. That’s not great either. The third just says “hey bb u still up?” You decide to just go to sleep and sort through this tomorrow.

You come back and you’ve got 100 likes in your inbox. How are you even remotely going to sort through all of that? You’ve got a job, things on your schedule, when are you supposed to have time for this? But you also know how brutal the situation is for men, and you want to give them their fair shake, so at first, you try really hard to read each guy’s profile. You think that maybe the ones who superliked you will be better matches, but most of them have nothing in common with you. The process starts to really drag, and soon you find yourself swiping left on guys after the first picture, and the more you do that, the easier it is to keep doing. But hey, wow, there’s some really attractive men out there that are interested in you! That feels good. You match with a half dozen or so of those, excited about the potential.

A week later, you still haven’t heard anything. This stings, and it also makes no sense. They liked you first! Why would they do that if they weren’t really interested? They’re super attractive, girls must be falling all over them, they didn’t need to like you if they didn’t actually like you. You expand your pool a little bit and now you’ve gotten a few messages, but… it’s strange how all these guys that had clever or interesting profiles can barely form sentences once you actually start talking to them. And even when they can carry on a conversation, it’s pretty unsettling how quickly they snap into asking for pictures of your tits.

You start to put less effort in, sorting through likes when you’re on the toilet. You still haven’t even once actually gone to the queue and swiped the traditional way, but why would you? You’re having trouble keeping up even with the guys that liked you first, why spend a bunch of time swiping on guys who might not even like you?

Eventually, a conversation goes somewhere. He’s handsome, he’s funny, he’s sweet, and he seems genuinely interested in you. In fact, you can’t seem to find anything wrong with him at all, and you’re so excited to have met someone with actual potential that you don’t notice that anyone who seems too good to be true, well, is. You go on a couple of dates, it seems to go really well, and he invites you back to his place after the second. That’s a little fast for you, so you politely tell him you’ve gotta be up super early for a meeting, but you can’t wait for the next time you can see him. There’s not a next time, of course, you never hear from him again, and somehow that hurts more than if no one had liked you at all. You write the next Cat Person story for the New Yorker and try to move on.

That’s the lucky scenario, of course, because just as often, you keep going on dates with him, only to learn later he’s been seeing four other women the whole time. Or you discover that all the things that made you think he was really sweet, or really insightful, or really wholesome were actually just popular prompts he found on other sites, or even ChatGPT.

You start growing really resentful of this situation, and you’re not alone. Only 18% of women think dating apps have been a net good for society, and 79% say they have no interest in using them in the future. Despite the inherent advantages women have in terms of number of options and amount of interest, women are more likely than men to rate their experiences negatively. 56% of women under 50 on the apps have been sent a sexually explicit image or message that they didn’t want or ask for. 43% have continued to receive messages from someone they had already rejected. Even the initial ego boost of receiving so many likes is quickly replaced; while 54% of women feel overwhelmed by the amount of messages they receive, 40% still feel insecure about not having received enough.

You’re resilient enough to keep trying, but you’re so soured on the experience, and so suspicious of each new guy you look at that you become even more selective. You start to read into every detail, hoping to be able to spot the signs of a liar or a cheater ahead of time. You can’t really, because there just isn’t enough information, but you reject more and more characteristics in the hope that you’ll find the universal tell. If he says he values open and honest communication, that’s proof he’s just telling you what you want to hear. If his smile is a little off, it means he’s faking it, and probably everything about him is fake. This doesn’t really work the way you’d hoped, but you’d rather reject a bunch of possibly-decent guys than get ghosted again. If you’re really lucky, you just never go on another date of the app, but if you’re not, you cycle through a few more terrible matches, growing more bitter about it the whole time. Eventually, you quit the app in disgust and vow never again to be so foolish, until your friends bully you into trying again six months later.

Counter-Arguments and Conundrums

The most common counter that gets made is that people do actually meet and have long-term relationships, therefore dating apps don’t work. This is a pretty weak argument, though, because it treats it as though the dating apps were the only way that could have happened. Maybe that’s true for some percentage of the population, but it would be hard to argue that it’s a high percentage, and around 30% of adults have used a dating app. Begging for food is preferable to starvation, but I think we can all agree that if 30% of the population was left with that as their only option, it’d represent a catastrophic social situation. Any system that 30% of the population are using is going to have some successful examples just by sheer numbers. But despite 30% of adults having been on dating apps, only 10% are in relationships that resulted from them. .333 is a very good batting average, but it’s a pretty poor success rate for anything else.

More interesting is a conundrum in the data that I can’t entirely resolve. From the Pew study above, we know that 64% of men felt insecure about the number of messages they read, and from other data, we know that the bottom ~70% of men struggle to get any matches at all. Yet, in that same Pew study, 57% of men said that their time on dating apps was a somewhat or highly positive experience. I struggle to square these pieces of data, because even if your expectations are extremely low when going onto the dating app, surely getting zero matches can’t exceed those expectations, because what would be lower than that? Getting the police called on you? Embarrassment seems like the most likely explanation; saying that you had a negative experience feels a bit like admitting that you failed, so men may mentally reframe it in their survey response. Still, this is something I wish I could get a clearer understanding of.

Perverse Incentives

Look, let’s face it: dating apps are terrible. They’re not good at what they say they do, and they’re also not good at anything else that they could be incidentally doing. Perhaps the more interesting question is could they be good or are the problems with them too inherent to what they are? After all, a lot of different types of people have created dating apps, most of which claimed to genuinely want to make it a good experience for users – some of whom even meant it, at least initially. But none of that has emerged in the actual results. Instead, the machinery of online dating churns out new apps every month, none of which are meaningfully more effective than the ones that came before, and most of which are entirely indistinguishable from what’s already available. Is the elusive solution still out there, or is this all an exercise in futility?

At this point, I think the most likely outcome is that dating apps are fundamentally flawed in a way that can’t be fixed, and the reason ultimately is that the incentives of all sides are too inherently perverse.

First and foremost, dating apps emphasize the most shallow and immediate sense of who people are. On a dating app, you are six pictures and the answers to three blurbs. Can you condense your true self down to that? If the answer is no, then the optimal strategy is to just lie, presenting whatever highly curated image is most popular with the opposite sex. Many people don’t bother filling out much of their profile at all[6], just focusing their attention on their pictures, and the instant, easy nature of swiping only incentivizes this more. There’s simply no space to be a distinct, complete human being on a dating app, and instead, people spend a lot of their time making quick judgments about what they see, including significant, often entirely baseless inferences from the data present in the pictures: “That picture has him next to a computer, so he’s probably not outdoorsy enough”, or “she’s standing next to a guy her age in that pic, so she probably sleeps around a lot.”

That these conclusions are drawn so quickly and with so little information isn’t a bug of the format, it’s basically the core design loop. Dating apps are a gamification of relationships, and the best way to keep players engaged is to keep them cycling through profiles as quickly as possible. That they miss out on real connections in the process is irrelevant; the players don’t know what they’re missing, they have no way of seeing the possible futures where things could have worked out, and they continue to play, hoping they’ll win on the next pull of the slot machine.

And when the only path to victory is to present the most curated, idealized version of yourself, the people who win the most are those who care the least about lying. When you favor the script, you favor the actor. If you are honest and open, and you desire to be seen as you actually are, things are not going to go well for you, because while you’re showing your real self, everyone else continues to present the curated image. Instead of standing out by being real, you simply end up being viewed as someone who isn’t even competent at playing the game.

In many ways, dating apps just amplify the worst instincts of their users. Men become more shallow, lewd, and aggressive. From inside the app, the women on the other side of the screen stop being people at all, you can try sending a dick pic or a rude opener, and if your strategy doesn’t work, you just close the message and move on. The miserable lopsidedness of gender on dating apps also harbors resentment as men increasingly feel like they’re basically begging for women to even notice them. When they eventually leave the apps, still alone and unfulfilled, they do so also with shattered egos and ruined self-image, convinced that women just fundamentally can’t be interested in them, making it even less likely that they pursue love through other channels – what would be the point, after all, if they’re so unattractive that they can’t get even 5 likes on an app?

On the other side, women’s selectiveness quickly turns to snappy and extremely harsh judgment. Again, women rate 80% of men as below average, indicating a level of selectiveness that’s just not compatible with reality. Every detail of a man’s pictures and every word choice he makes in his profile become proof of his inadequacy, an excuse to move on, until women start to become downright proud of all the people they reject. Eventually, the only men who pass the smell test are the ones whose profiles are perfect, who said every right thing, had wonderful pictures, and who passed every secret test of allegiance to the right politics and beliefs. Of course, anyone who is that perfect has the test key for your Scantron, they know exactly what you’re weak to, and soon enough those women are being ghosted, left heartbroken, and growing even more resentful of men.

Worst of all, this creates a feedback loop that’s impossible for any individual to break out of. Men are required to have such a broad strategy (e.g. liking every profile) because women are so selective that their odds are very low, and the only way to increase them is to maximize the number of people they could match with. But on the other side, the more women men swipe on, the more matches women get, which drives women to be more selective. If a man chooses to not take the broad strategy of liking every profile, he torpedoes his own chances of a match because every other guy will keep doing it. Likewise, if a woman chooses to stop being highly selective, she’ll have to deal with the dilemma of matching with every single guy on the site.

I don’t say any of this to blame men or women categorically. It’s just that the interaction of our base, biological natures and this carefully designed system leads to our worst instincts ruling our decisions. The more we interact with quick, curated, incredibly superficial versions of people, the more warped our perception of normal becomes, the less willing we are to tolerate deviation from the ideal, and the harder it is to be accepted for our flaws in turn.

Is there a theoretical dating app that solves all of these, that brings out people’s best instincts instead? I’ll concede that it’s hypothetically possible, but it wouldn’t resemble in any form or fashion the options we currently have available. I’m not convinced it could function as an app at all. So the next time somebody offers you some new app that’s supposed to be way better, but is only 5% different from what already exists, you can feel confident in rejecting it outright. “I’ve found a creative new way of dropping an anvil on your foot” isn’t actually a very compelling pitch.

The Disease

Dating apps are so bad, so malicious, and designed so clearly to squeeze the human soul and collect all the valuable goo that seeps out, that it feels like it would be dishonest to not just call them evil. The desire for love and sex and companionship is so fundamental to the human experience, and the deliberate exploitation and destruction of that is so damaging to individuals and society as a whole that anything short of “evil” just doesn’t feel like it covers it. It is an engine that burns humans as fuel and generates misery. A dramatic reading, perhaps, but I think the evidence speaks for itself.

But, as much as the dating apps are making things much, much worse, it still feels like they’re a symptom rather than the underlying disease[7], which is that we’ve eliminated all of the traditional methods for people to find love. The way relationships are best fostered is by getting to know each other in a friendly context first, so that you know the other person reasonably well before having to make the decision about whether you have romantic interest in them. That way, you’re not just dealing with superficial first impressions, but a deeper understanding of who they actually are.

But the old ways of doing so are gone. Relationships with coworkers of any kind are discouraged, despite those being the people we spend the most time with and also are preselected to have things in common with. Men are less willing than ever to approach a stranger for a date, and women are less likely to want them to. And, most importantly, the close network of friends and family has mostly evaporated, so there’s no one to introduce anyone in a safe setting the way there once was. It seems the sad truth is that dating apps didn’t really force out these other options, so much as they just stepped into the gap the old ways left behind. A void was formed, and the misery engine was wheeled in to fill it.

The old ways had really important protections also, forged over thousands of years of trial-and-error. Your close family friend-turned-romantic-interest couldn’t ghost you, at least not easily, because there would be ramifications throughout his entire social network. If they were actually seeing a bunch of other people around town, everyone would know. Trying to go broad and ask out every girl you met went very poorly, because everyone knew you were doing it, and therefore that you didn’t have a strong interest in any of them. And being overly selective was both unnecessary and carried a cost; rejecting people on a shallow basis would damage you in the eyes of that person’s friends, who were probably also your friends.

I don’t know how we get back to a world where connections can happen organically, if it’s even possible, or if we’ll just have to figure out new solutions. That’s unfortunately outside the scope of this review. I think we shouldn’t rule out tribunals for the Match Group board of directors, but I won’t pretend that’s a complete solution[8].

What I can say with absolute confidence is that you should not be on dating apps. No one should be on dating apps. It’s time for the experiment to end. The machine has consumed enough. We do not need to put anyone else into the brazen bull and pretend that their screams are music.


Notes


[1]

This will be focused on the heterosexual dating app experience, since that makes up the statistical majority of dating app usage. Of course, many of these issues overlap with LGBT dating apps like Grindr and Her, though they have their own unique problems as well.



[2]

Something I feel I should call out up front is that I’ve really tried to find as much concrete data as possible for all of these topics, but so much of it is old, some more than 15 years at this point, and what is more recent is almost always third-party survey-based studies. All the data that would be really useful and informative, the company’s internal numbers for things like match rate, swipe frequency, user gender balance, etc. are all closely guarded secrets (they weren’t always! OKCupid, for example, used to publish a lot of its own internal data before Match Group bought it). Some of these I can somewhat understand for security reasons. But, judging by the approximate results of third-party research, most of this data seems to be clearly locked away because it would be very unflattering to the app’s efficacy, or would be very discouraging to users, or very often both. Perhaps better data would contradict my conclusions, but until they provide it, I just have to reason with what I have.



[3]

The prices don’t seem to be present on any of the official sites when viewing the list of features, presumably because they want you to have already decided you want it before you see how much it is.



[4]

They all call it something different, a SuperLike on Tinder, a SuperSwipe on Bumble, a Rose on Hinge, but I haven’t found any difference in function.



[5]

They have yet to call them “barrel o’ superlikes [BEST VALUE!]”, but the similarities to mobile game microtransactions is notable.



[6]

I have searched exhaustively trying to find real data about how much of their profile people fill out and how it correlates with their results, but I’ve come up with nothing. However, my own anecdotal evidence and the anecdotal evidence of everyone I’ve talked to suggests that clearly the majority of people are not filling out their entire profile.



[7]

Of course, it’s often the symptoms that do the most damage.



[8]

It certainly wouldn’t make things any worse though, so let’s at least consider it.






Dating Men In The Bay Area

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

I. The Men Are Not Alright

Sometimes I’m convinced there’s a note taped to my back that says, “PLEASE SPILL YOUR SOUL UPON THIS WOMAN.” I am not a therapist, nor in any way certified to deal with emotional distress, yet my presence seems to cause people to regurgitate their traumas.

This quirk of mine becomes especially obvious when dating. Many of my dates turn into pseudo-therapy sessions, with men sharing emotional traumas they’ve kept bottled up for years. One moment I’m learning about his cat named Daisy, and then half a latte later, I’m hearing a detailed account of his third suicide attempt, complete with a critique of the food in the psychiatric ward.

This repeated pattern in my dating life has taught me three things:


	
I am terrible at small talk.



	
Most men are not accustomed to genuine questions about their well-being, and will often respond with a desperate upwelling of emotion.



	
The men are not alright.





This is a review of dating men in the Bay Area. But more than that, it’s an attempt to explain those unofficial therapy sessions to people who never get to hear them. It’s a review of the various forms of neglect and abuse society inflicts upon men, and the inevitable consequences to their happiness and romantic partnerships.

A warning: I have no solid solutions to these problems. I have theories and suggestions, but these problems are far beyond my realm of expertise.

That fact has kept me from writing about my thoughts for years, because it seems insulting to expound on men’s lived experiences, when being a man is so foreign to me. But it seems when men try to speak up about these things, they are often derided for being ungrateful, weak, hateful, narcissistic… the list of accusations goes on.

The fact is, men enjoy some privileges that women do not in Western society. This seems to have convinced many that they’re doing perfectly alright, or at least good enough to shut up about their issues until women and other minorities get their problems ironed out.

Most of “polite society”–the elite individuals who often influence narratives in the media and academia–seem locked in a zero-sum mindset, convinced that discussing the pain of men requires ignoring the problems of others.

I believe the opposite is true; the pain facing both men and women is evidence of a wounded society, and you cannot heal an injury by only stitching half of it. The rest of the wound will fester and spread infection, and then your stitches are of no use.

If half the population isn’t provided proper care and attention, there’s no hope to heal the problems facing the rest of us. Thus the pain of men needs a massive increase in attention.

Yet not everyone is ready to listen to men, so I’ll try to act as a translator, using my identity as a feminist twenty-something woman as a bridge. I’ll explain the pain that’s so obvious to me, yet hidden to many others, and try to provide some insight for both genders on how these issues impact dating, and what can perhaps be done to address them.

II. The Lost Generations

Historically, “rites of passage” for genders have been practically ubiquitous throughout cultures, and for good reason. Cisgender men and women are biologically different. Men are built to be strong and to use that strength for physical protection and combat. Women are built to be mothers, an activity that is arguably even more physically gruelling, yet in an entirely different manner.

Groups of humans who rejected these roles didn’t last long. Send the women out to combat on a regular basis, and your tribe’s future population would be demolished. After all, when it comes to reproduction, having many wombs is more vital than having many penises.

Thus girls and boys had to be carefully cultivated into women and men using strict gender norms and rites of passage. These rites provided a series of stepping-stones toward womanhood and manhood; follow the steps, and you’d become a true woman or man, roles that existed as the foundation of personal identity.

There is a large amount of debate about when exactly gender roles evolved, but for at least the past 10,000 years, the majority of cultures have provided their sons with very similar maps to manhood: your youth is to be enjoyed, but once you hit puberty, you take on the responsibilities of a man. A man guards his people, procreates with his wife (or wives), and provides resources for his family. He is to be physically strong and intellectually capable, but humble enough to respect the wisdom of his ancestors and their religion. When disrespected or threatened, he must stand up for himself by using physical or emotional punishment.

This map was well known and widely accepted; there was never any question as to the purpose of a man. Priests, parents, mentors, and friends all preached the same set of expectations.

In return for fulfilling these many requirements, a man would be given respect, romantic and sexual companionship, devotion from friends and family, the right to take part in a spiritual tradition, the honor of his legacy being passed down through children, and the physical and emotional safety of a community.

There’s much that can be critiqued about this old model; indeed, thousands of works of critique have been produced in recent centuries, and many damning flaws have been exposed. But this old model provided men with a purpose and a path, ensuring they couldn’t get lost, as long as they met the clear, unified expectations.

Enter modern Western society, a cultural force unlike any the world has ever seen. Modern technology and novel social structures have altered the fabric of our society, ripping apart the old model of manhood in the process.

The old map to womanhood was also damaged, and indeed, many excellent books and essays have been written about this topic. But the map to womanhood was left more intact than the map for men; being a mother is still a largely respected role in society.

In contrast, there is little room left for warriors and combatants, and women can now provide for themselves without needing the help of men. The clear-cut map to becoming a man is gone.

In its place is a hodge-podge of ideals from a variety of sources. We no longer have one tribal leader or religious clergy to tell us how a man should act; the unified messaging has vanished. A boy may receive one definition of manhood from his father, another from his teacher, another from his brother, another from Hollywood, and endless more on YouTube. And if the definition is murky, the path to achieving manhood is even more confused.

In modern America, a minority of boys are born swaddled in communities that actively guide them through the process of becoming a man. However, most of those communities are religious and conservative, adjectives that the Bay Area actively repels. You won’t find many of those men around here.

Instead, the men in the Bay’s dating scene mostly represent the modern majority category–men who weren’t provided a clear map by their immediate community, and instead depended on society at large to teach them about manhood.

The elite social strata, which I refer to as “polite society,” has taken the lead in providing this modernized “map to manhood,” using their strong influence on the media and academics as their primary tools. Gone are the days of carefully defined rituals, initiations, expectations, and stepping stones; now young men are expected to figure out the map through a bewildering mixture of movies, TV, social media, video games, books, news articles, and school.

S_ometimes_ it’s okay to also learn from your family and friends… but only if they agree with the map crafted by polite society.

And as for religion? Absolutely not. Throw it in the trash and light the trashcan on fire.

The first rule of the Modern Map to Manhood is that you don’t talk about the Modern Map to Manhood. Defining “manhood” is reinforcing gender roles and thus strengthening the patriarchy. Men are just supposed to “be decent people,” end of story.

…except it’s not, because there are still certain manners and conventions that men in particular are supposed to follow. And, like it or not, the core of your identity in modern society still largely revolves around your gender.

So if you squint hard enough at the murky sea of conversation about gender, you can make out the following steps to become a man:


	
Reject toxic masculinity.


	
It’s your job to understand what this means, despite the definition of “toxic masculinity” being nebulous and ever-changing.



	
If you’re uncertain whether you fit the definition, you’re probably doing something wrong and should feel ashamed. To play it safe, act as demure as possible and avoid risk-taking.


	If you adopt these mannerisms and it harms your romantic pursuits, do not complain.









	
Be your authentic self!


	
Your authentic self should not be: dominant, highly interested in sex, competitive, emotionally reserved, prone to risk-taking, bad at reading emotions, stoic, or interested in power.



	
You should consider many of your “masculine” personality traits to be symptoms of a poisoned society, rather than potentially inborn characteristics, and feel ashamed if they exist within you.


	Don’t bring up the multitude of scientific studies that question this belief.





	
Once you figure out how to repress unwanted traits, people may still decide that Yourself ™ is unwanted or problematic. It’s your responsibility to figure out their concerns and how to accommodate them.







	
Provide for and protect others.


	
It’s your duty to use your privileges and strength as a man to defend the weak and uplift the less-privileged.



	
Understand that “providing” doesn’t mean making money and “protecting” doesn’t mean physical protection; those are outdated concepts that reinforce the patriarchy. Provide emotionally and protect against systemic injustices.


	If you fail to provide money and physical protection (or at least a physically capable physique), you’ll be locked out of many relationships. But don’t complain about this discrepancy between stated and actual expectations.









	
Stop obsessing over “being a man.”


	
Gender roles are toxic, especially masculine ones, and it’s pathetic to care so much about being manly.


	Yes, gender is so vital to our self-identity that many trans individuals would rather commit suicide than be forced to repress their gender. But it’s toxic for biological men to adopt manhood as a vital part of their identity, so just stop it.









	
Don’t expect anything in return for fulfilling these requirements.



	
This would be demanding a reward for meeting the bare minimum requirements, and that would make you gross and entitled.





This is the new guidance we’re tossing at young men. It’s the equivalent of taking away GPS from a driver and handing them a map scrawled by a half-blind cartographer tripping on acid.

The obvious result is getting disastrously lost; the only question is which type of lostness will impact a man.

III. Patterns Within the Pain

Over the years, I’ve developed mental categories for the varieties of lostness men are faced with. Each one comes with its own unique troubles that stymie the health of men and the success of their relationships.

There is no science behind my categories; they are merely my attempt to find patterns within the misery of others. Their boundaries are fuzzy, so men may belong to multiple categories, or may transition from one to another.

I find it impossible to review dating in the Bay Area without utilizing these categories. My experiences with each category are wildly different; some cause me to walk away from a date feeling sad, some scared, some hopeful.

Below, I offer a description of five of the most common categories I’ve encountered, the paths that lead to these particular forms of lostness, and what happens to men who fall into these categories. I also offer my review of dating men from each category and discuss how their lostness impacts relationships.

I hope my experiences can be enlightening to individuals who may find themselves trapped in these categories; sometimes a third-party viewpoint can be helpful for finding yourself. I also hope to provide some insight for how women navigate dating and what red and green flags we may be picking up on. (This, of course, is merely anecdata and should be taken with a massive grain of salt.)

But more importantly, I hope this framework can help people to have more empathy for men who fall into these categories. The public commons are filled with lamenting about “floundering,” “immature,” “selfish,” “hateful” men who are “toxic to society.” While much of the concern is deserved, channeling it into spite and disgust toward individuals is a waste of energy.

These men did not wake up one day and intentionally decide to be filled with anger, anxiety, and apathy toward society; society failed them, and when they tried to point this out, their concerns were shrugged off.

Our broken system for raising young men deserves spite and disgust; the individuals trapped in that system deserve empathy and help. I hope this framework can help to shift conversations about these lost men toward finding solutions, rather than blaming young men for their troubles.

So without further ado, I present my categories of lostness.

IV. The Categories of Lostness

THE MAN WHO IS NOT

The Man Who Is Not isn’t the sort of person you’d expect to get lost, at least not if you knew him when he was young. He was a pretty normal kid with a pretty normal childhood. Good friends, decent family, stable home life. Yeah, there were a few rough spots, but who didn’t have those?

He’s not exactly a stand-out success, but he gets good enough grades that get him into a good enough college. He’s reluctant to go; he doesn’t enjoy school all that much. But his parents push him to get a degree, and after he arrives, he decides college life isn’t half bad–he makes some friends, dates a couple girls casually, and enjoys plenty of parties.

The worst stressor seems to be the nagging question of his degree concentration and what career he’s going to pursue. He’s changed his mind three times already, unsure what he really wants from his life, and his guidance counselor and parents are starting to lose their patience.

He finally settles on Economics. It’s certainly not his passion, but he’s always been good at math, and this seems like a decent way to make money from that talent. He still has no idea what he wants from life, but at least now he’ll have time and resources to figure it out.

He graduates with his bachelors and takes a job as a data analyst at a big bank in the city. He’s excited; he’s been promised by mentors and Hollywood and Instagram that this is going to be a magical time of his life, full of new adventures and self-discovery.

What he finds isn’t nearly so exciting. Work is boring and draining, consisting of the same tasks every day with a workload that grows ever larger, and he has zero emotional attachment to the end product. He quickly starts to suspect he chose the wrong major, or maybe the wrong job, although mentors shrug off his concerns.

Work isn’t supposed to be fun, they say. Get used to it.

It’s not uplifting advice, to say the least. He tries to distract himself from his miserable job with his social life, but it’s not as easy as he expected. All his college friends moved to different cities, and their texts grow increasingly rare. The city is huge, filled with hundreds of thousands of people, but it feels like they're a swarm of NPCs.

Few people talk to him unless he approaches first, and the dialogue is always transactional. He would like to buy a cup of coffee. They would like to know where the bus stop is. He wants to sign up for a gym membership.

Sometimes he tries to steer the conversations to more personal topics, and he manages to get a few phone numbers and promises to hang out sometime. But when he texts them, they never reply.

He’s lonely. He doesn’t like admitting it, not even to himself, because it feels pathetic. After all, there’s nothing wrong with him. He’s a perfectly pleasant individual, and people have said he’s smart and funny, and he’s never struggled to make friends in the past. Yet the thousands and thousands of people who surround him couldn’t care less about his existence, and their apathy begins to grow a heavy lump of despair within him.

He consults the internet, and Reddit tells him to find a community. This seems like solid advice, so he tries to form stronger relationships with his coworkers. After all, work is the closest replacement he has to the structured community he had at college. Back in school, being trapped on campus together just naturally led to friendships and relationships, and he assumes the same will happen at work.

He’s wrong. People don't have time to chat during the day, and they don’t want to hang out after work. They have partners and families and hobbies to get to, and besides, what happens if they have a falling out? That would make office interactions weird. The office is a place for friendliness, but not friends, and certainly not romantic relationships.

The rejection stings, but he’s not about to give up. He joins a running club and a book club and starts attending group classes at his local gym. He’s not really sure if he enjoys any of these activities, but they seem like good ways to meet people and join new communities.

As the weeks tick past, people start to remember his name, and he gets added to some group chats for scheduling activities. Suddenly, his calendar is full of events, and his evenings are no longer an endless churn of YouTube and video game binges.

He feels better. Still not great, exactly, but the despair has begun to recede, and he can breathe without feeling the primal fear of being alone and isolated.

There’s still something missing; he still goes to work wondering why the hell he’s there and leaves wondering what the hell he’s achieved, and he has no idea what he’s trying to do with his life. But he knows he’s still young and is pretty sure there’s still time to figure it out.

A life crisis occurs. It's small, but something he’d appreciate some support through. He reaches out to a few of his new friends, and they offer condolences, but none of them have time to meet up. He gets one friend to agree to a phone call, but he’s barely done explaining the issue before she insists she’s “not really sure she can help” and suggests he maybe talks to a therapist.

The dismissal comes as a shock. His old friends would have made time for him and carefully listened and offered advice. It’s not like he’s asking a huge favor; this is basic friendship stuff. What kind of friends refuse to give such basic forms of help?

A cold, creeping reality dawns on him: friends wouldn’t do that. Those “communities” he’s joined are just loose groups of acquaintances who enjoy the same activities. He’s never had the opportunity to have deep, emotionally-bonding discussions with any members, and that’s how they like it. After all, true communities come with effort and commitment, and who has time for that these days?

His new “friends” are nothing of the sort. For them to be friends, they'd have to actually know him. And they don't. They know Running Club Him and Book Club Him and Gym Him, but none of them understands the whole of him.

He starts to question whether that version of himself even exists. After all, humans are social creatures, and if you don’t have a community or a partner or a purpose, can you even call yourself a whole person?

Logically, he knows he is, but it doesn’t feel like it. There’s a growing void in his soul, an absence that chokes the breath from his chest. It’s odd that a void could weigh anything, but it seems to be a black hole sucking in his emotions, condensing them in a pit of gravity until his limbs struggle to carry the weight.

During a soulless work icebreaker, someone asks him how he’d describe himself. He stutters out a short answer that sounds decent enough, but he realizes he’s not sure what the honest answer is. He’s smart, he supposes, although his recent performance at work doesn’t prove it. He used to consider himself funny, but jokes don’t come easily these days.

He’d never dare to say it out-loud, but the truth is he’d describe himself as sad and lost and alone and frankly rather scared, like some sort of abandoned child.

It’s pathetic, and he knows it. After all, he’s not a child; he’s a grown man.

Or is he? He doesn’t fit the old-fashioned definition of manhood offered by the right, nor does he fit the modern definition offered by polite society, which is basically just a stereotypical woman with a beard and muscle. He doesn’t feel like a grown man, but he doesn't feel like anything at all. He feels empty, devoid of a core identity, and uncertain how to plug that hole.

He may not know what he is, but he knows what he is not: not happy. Not whole. Not satisfied. Not purposeful. Not connected. Not loved.

There seems to be an obvious solution to at least the last problem: he can get another girlfriend. He hasn’t had one since college, and that was a few years ago, but he’s certain he can find another one. A girlfriend is guaranteed to offer him love and support. That’s the entire point of having a romantic relationship, after all.

But dating isn’t easy in the Bay Area. The apps are soul-crushing, his jadedness and bitterness growing with each swipe and conversation with a bot. He manages to land a few dates, but they all seem to focus on the same set of questions: what are your passions? What are your friends like? What do you want from your future?

It feels like a stomach-churning interview, and the judgemental frowns from the women make it clear he didn’t pass. He starts to dread dates when he lands them, and begins to cancel them last-minute, unable to face the anxiety and rejection they lead to.

He feels increasingly desperate with each day that passes. Desperation isn’t attractive, and he knows it, but he’s not sure how to tamp down the emotion. The void is consuming him; every day he can feel it crushing more of his soul.

Yet no one seems even the slightest bit interested in helping him free himself from its grip. As soon as he tries to express his feelings to anyone, they react as if he’s diseased, immediately losing interest in him. Men are supposed to be strong and uplift others, not complain and demand attention for themselves.

Maybe he is diseased. He’s pretty sure he’s suffering from depression at this point, and the stomach-churning anxiety and dread that frequently fill him don’t seem normal.

He brings it up with his doctor and gets referred to a therapist. He’s reluctant to go—it seems to be an admission of his weakness. But he’s desperate for someone to listen to him, so he decides to give it a try.

It turns out the therapist doesn’t have any interest in listening to him, either. She seems preoccupied with reminding him of his “luck” and “privilege” and insisting that he needs to use it to better his life.

He knows she has a valid point; he’s a straight, educated male. He has privileges in society that others would risk their life for. Logically, it would make sense to be happy and grateful, not sad and upset.

Yet the void has no respect for logic; rather than tempering his pain, the rationality merely adds a layer of self-disgust onto the despair. There are so many who suffer more than him, yet he can barely shoulder this burden.

He tries repeatedly to explain the pitiful truth to the therapist: he can’t help himself. He can’t. He’s tried over and over again, and it doesn’t work. He remains lost, and society continues to not care.

The therapist insists he’s not trying hard enough. Her advice is baffling. Exactly what is he supposed to be trying to do? What steps does he need to take to feel whole again? What actions are needed so he can know who he is, and what his purpose is, and convince people that he matters?

The therapist explains that only he can answer those questions.

The whole thing feels like a cruel joke. His performance continues to slip at work, until one day he’s let go. A couple coworkers send a farewell email, but most don’t seem to even notice his departure.

He knows he should start applying to other jobs, but he’s too tired. Tired of the loneliness, of the existential dread, of the rejection, of being reminded how “privileged” he is to exist as this broken shadow of a human being. The void has consumed him alive, and there seems to be no escape.

He lets himself go–doesn’t shower as much, stops going to the gym and running club and book club. Some small part of him hopes this will trigger sympathy and cause people to reach out. Instead, it has the opposite effect. He transforms from barely noticeable to completely invisible.

He is a ghost now, a haunted remnant of a human, yet the only person who cares is himself. And, increasingly, even that isn't true.

He doesn’t want to be invisible anymore. He doesn’t want to be ignored and rejected. He doesn’t want to be tired and scared and lonely and bitter and lost.

He doesn’t want to be. And the world doesn't give a single fuck.

Dating a Man Who Is Not:

It’s rare to actually go on a date with a man in this category. More often I find them glancing at me, only to abruptly look away when I try to meet their eyes. Attempts at conversing with them are usually met with hollow replies and an exhausted sense of suspicion.

On the rare instances I’ve ended up on dates with these men, it seems they’ve already used up all their hope and energy to schedule and arrive to the date. By the time we actually sit down for coffee, they’ve shriveled back into a ghost, providing half-hearted answers to questions about themselves.

When they do talk freely, it’s usually a rant. Most of them seem to realize ranting isn’t ideal behavior on a first date, but they’re clearly desperate for someone, anyone, to listen to their pain. Yeah, it’s going to scare away the woman, but she’s not going to stick around, anyway. No one ever does.

At least that’s what the void tells them, and there’s nothing I could say to sway this opinion. Hypothetically, there might be something I could do–I could enter into a relationship with him and provide the love and support he desperately craves, giving him the strength he needs to discover his purpose in life.

Yet realistically, this is a fantasy. A single person can rarely solve issues this severe; it requires the combined strength of an entire community to drag a soul back from such extreme depths. Any attempt at a romantic relationship would crumble under the weight of the void, and only leave the man feeling more hopeless.

The best I can do for these men is recommend they join communities where genuine emotional bonds can be forged. These still exist, although they’re frighteningly hard to find in modern society. I’ve been lucky enough to join several, and it’s startling how many people have the same story: feeling depressed and isolated and purposeless, and suddenly feeling like they’re alive for the first time in years once they’ve been embraced into the community.

Therapy and guided self-improvement are also helpful, of course. But it has to be the right therapist, and those seem surprisingly rare. I’ve heard some truly jaw-dropping stories about experiences with therapists, and I feel concern for the men who haven’t heard of “therapist shopping” and don’t realize it can take trial and error to find compatible and competent help.

Dates with these men leave me worried. Not for myself, but for these sullen ghosts who seem on the verge of giving up. There’s so much obvious potential within them, yet society offers them so few ladders to climb back from the pit of depression they’ve fallen into. When those ladders do exist, they're often missing rungs or spontaneously snap when men put their full weight on them.

We need more resources for these men, and even more importantly, we need better maps for them, so they don’t lose themselves to depression in the first place.

THE MAN WITH A PLAN

The Man With a Plan is the inverted twin of the Man Who Is Not. Rather than struggling to figure out what he wants, he knows exactly what his goals are: he’s going to get good grades, which get him into a good school, which earns him a good job, which finances a good house in a good neighborhood and attracts a good spouse who provides good kids. He knows this is what he wants, because it is the creed that has been repeated to him since he was in elementary school.

He does not know who he should be; his copy of the map is just as butchered as any other. But he knows what he needs to do, and that is what matters. After all, we’re merely the sum of our actions, right?

Life is smooth sailing for him. His mentors are right–hard work pays off, and once he graduates with that valuable degree, he lands an excellent job in exactly the field his parents always encouraged him to pursue. The money is great, and soon so is his apartment and his car.

Everything seems to be falling into place. He downloads a dating app and gets a fair amount of matches, one of whom turns into his girlfriend. She’s pretty, and successful, and shares his goals of settling down in a good neighborhood to have some kids.

His parents are thrilled. All their hard work has paid off, just as they expected.

He knows he should also be thrilled, too, but he’s not. There’s a vague sense of unease within him. It’s haunted him since he was young, sometimes dragging his thoughts to depressed and anxious places, although he always assumed it was because he just hadn’t completed all the steps in the plan. His work was unfinished, and thus so was he.

Yet as he checks off more and more boxes on the list of tasks to attain a good life, that feeling seems to be growing in strength, not decreasing.

He shrugs it off, reassuring himself that it’s just work stress that’s making him overthink things. Everything in his life is good. There’s no reasonable cause for despair, so he just needs to let those thoughts go.

Years pass, and he works hard to juggle work and his romantic relationship and his friends, although his friends seem to take less time these days. They’re getting married, having kids, and becoming too busy to hang out. When they do get together, it’s usually for an activity–an escape room, a movie night, karaoke. Once the event completes, people scurry off to other obligations, leaving little time for deep conversations.

But he has his girlfriend, at least. She’s just as pretty and smart and ambitious as ever. She’s also getting increasingly anxious for a ring, dropping hints that eventually start to sound more like demands.

This should excite him, but instead it just stirs the formless dread within him. He chastises himself for it–he needs to grow up and learn to commit. He’s too old to be yearning for the life of a bachelor. As they say, the grass is always greener on the other side.

One night, as they lay in bed, his girlfriend asks him how many kids he wants. He realizes that he doesn’t know. And actually, now that he thinks about it, he’s not even sure if he wants kids. They scream a lot, and they make all sorts of noxious odors and messes, and saddling himself to a dependent for eighteen years seems rather terrifying.

The thoughts come to him unbidden, and he doesn’t dare to voice them. Two kids. That’s what he tells his girlfriend, and she seems pleased enough with this answer.

Yet he can’t shake the dread from his mind. The part of his mind that those fears escaped from seems to have been a pandora’s box. Now that it’s open, he can’t close it, and the dread continues to grow.

He doesn't want to move to the suburbs; he knows there are better homes and schools there, but he enjoys the city. He’s not sure he wants his upcoming promotion to manager; yeah, his salary will increase, but he hates corporate politics. He doesn’t actually like doing escape rooms; he desperately misses the days of hanging out with his friends and getting tipsy and maybe a little high, and talking endlessly until the sun begins to rise.

And his girlfriend… when he really thinks about it, there’s little in common between them except the same checklist of goals. She’s a wonderful partner, but is she a wonderful partner for him?

He doesn’t know. For so long, he’s convinced himself that people are just a sum of their actions, and if he just has a solid plan, he’s going to be a good person with a good life. Now he realizes that’s a lie.

Yes, actions matter, but so do feelings. And he’s spent his entire adult life actively repressing his feelings, tamping them down in a desperate attempt to follow the plan and gain happiness. But it’s been a fool’s errand; he’s followed the plan, and it’s only led to existential dread.

He wants to discuss these things with his friends, but he realizes they hardly know him anymore, because he hardly knows himself. He lost himself somewhere in the endless march of the plan, and he begins to wonder if he’s ever fully existed at all. He’s followed his parent’s biddings ever since he was a young child, and chastised himself for any desire he’s ever had that doesn’t fit into the cookie-cutter ideal of capitalistic success.

His girlfriend says he’s been acting odd lately, cold and distant. He apologizes, and then he tells her that he likes painting. She probably doesn’t know that, because she’s never seen him do it, because the last time he painted was during art class in high school.

He was good at it, and he loved it. It made him feel alive. His teacher suggested he could become a professional someday, but he’d immediately rejected the idea, knowing the life of a starving artist wasn’t a good plan.

Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he should have embraced that life. Maybe he’d be happier, and wouldn’t wake up every morning with crushing dread at the thought of going to work.

His girlfriend says they should sign up for some wine-and-paint nights. He says they should break up.

He quits his job, too. He hates it; it consumes his time and sucks at his soul, leaving behind a robotic husk. He’s done with that bullshit. Done.

His friends suggest he’s having a mental breakdown and needs help. It confirms his suspicions: they don’t know him at all. If they did, they would see that he is helping himself. He’s finally taking the time to find and understand himself, to discover his purpose.

For a few weeks, he’s elated and excited to be on this new journey. But then the existential dread begins to creep back in.

He’s never really done anything without a plan. And he’s still not entirely sure what he’s trying to accomplish; he knows he wants to “find himself,” but he’s unclear on what that requires, and the self-help books he consumes seem to have muddled and contradictory answers.

He starts painting again, taking up classes at a local studio, but his skill level is that of a fourteen-year-old with potential. He hasn’t practiced in two decades, and his work is weak compared to most other artists his age.

He’s not used to being the least skilled person in the room. His prior plan never allowed that as a possibility, and the sense of failure is disorientating. He also has no idea what he’s going to do with his art. He wants to make a plan, but also balks at the idea of trapping himself in yet another series of checkboxes.

He signs up to see a therapist, and she assures him that he just needs to find his happiness, but this feels like picking out a gift for someone he’s never met. How is he supposed to know what makes him happy, if he’s never been given the chance to figure out who he even is?

He doom scrolls on social media, wincing at the posts about people’s deep passion for their jobs and blazing love for their significant other. Part of him feels disgusted by what he perceives as disingenuity; after all, he was making similar posts just a year ago, and it was all a facade. But another part of him feels a cold wave of fear.

What if all those other people aren’t faking it? What if he’s just broken, and unable to feel the same happiness and fulfillment that others experience?

He feels empty. His unknown future starts to feel like a crushing concern, rather than an exciting adventure.

His few remaining friends suggest that maybe he should try to get back together with his girlfriend, maybe try to piece together his old life. It’s not too late, they assure him.

But he doesn’t want that. He misses sex and cuddling and having someone to tell about his day, but he doesn’t miss her. It’s probably because he’s fundamentally broken, and she deserves better than him. And as for his job, he can’t bring himself to possibly go back, despite his rapidly dwindling bank account.

He turns to the dating world, hoping maybe finding a solid partner will help him solve his brokenness. Yet he seems to keep attracting women with similar forms of emptiness within them, and a void that joins with a void is still just as empty.

But he’s not going to give up. He has to find someone, something to give him purpose. Otherwise, his whole life and all his work and all his pain has been pointless. And he’s not sure he could deal with that outcome.

Dating a Man With a Plan:

In my experience, Men with Plans are the most common form of lost men in the Bay Area. I feel like half the men I go on dates with fit into this category to some degree.

These men also tend to be intensely attracted to me, or rather, to my lack of a conventional plan. I’ve stumbled through a highly unusual path, somehow getting lucky enough to gain a solid understanding of myself, pursue my passions, earn a solid living, and enjoy a happy life along the way.

My story is like crack to them. They tell me they want to be more like me; they insist they want to see more of me. There seems to be a mistaken belief that they can absorb my personality through osmosis if they date me, absolving themselves of the requirement to figure out their own path and personality.

It’s a sad misunderstanding of how it all works. My unconventional life isn’t the result of zany choices and the advice contained in self-help books; it’s the result of an intensely rocky childhood I almost didn’t survive.

I don’t have a “cure” for these men and their lack of self-identity. I’ve figured out myself, found my community, and discovered my path, but I can’t do the same for them.

Once they figure this out, they almost immediately lose interest in me. Which is for the best, as I struggle to feel romantic attraction toward men in this category. It’s hard to love someone if they don’t even understand themselves well enough to know what’s lovable.

The good news is that this category seems to be the easiest for men to break free from. If they’re determined not to give up, and willing to realize that the right woman isn’t going to fix their issues, they can create a happy life of their own. They’ll often stumble around for a while–sometimes months, sometimes years–but they’ll eventually find a solid community and a purpose within it. Their brain is already programmed to follow plans and good habits, so as soon as they figure out a new map for themselves, the rest becomes easy.

The process of figuring out a new plan can be rocky, though. I won’t sugar-coat that bit. The reality is that a good community is hard to find, and purpose often comes from a certain amount of suffering. Some men never manage to climb out of this category and adopt the hopeless lostness of a Man Who Is Not.

But with the right support, most can escape to a bright future.

THE MAN WHO PROVIDES

Meet a Man Who Provides in person, and he’s often interesting and intellectually stimulating, an immediate “yes” when he asks for a date. His online profile features photos from international adventures, flashy job titles like “CEO” and “Senior Director,” and loving moments caught with his friends at Burning Man.

The Man who Provides kept hold of one tattered remnant of the old map to manhood: the part that states men must provide resources. This is a vital piece, one that has guided men for thousands of years, and it has survived the great purge of manhood. Sure, people are more likely to point out that it is flawed and unfair, but the reality is that men are still expected to be breadwinners. (If you doubt this, just ask any “stay at home dad” about the hostility they’ve received for their role.)

The Man who Provides takes this single piece of the map and makes it his entire identity. Much like the Man With a Plan, he takes his education and career seriously. But he doesn’t strive for a good education and career; he wants the best. In order to provide the most resources, he needs to earn as much success as possible, and he’s willing to put in the work to do it.

Tiger parents are excellent at creating Men Who Provide. From a young age, the message is clear: your worth is equivalent to your ability to provide, and providing requires consistent success.

Other Men Who Provide stumble into the obsession with success by themselves. Often these men are neurodivergent to some degree–ADHD, autistic, hyper-intelligent, or just otherwise “different.” They exasperate and confuse others, and are the subject of bullying by both peers and authority figures.

Success is an escape valve for these men; it earns them praise their personality never receives. Before long, it becomes a costume, a mask slipped over their personality to ward off apathy or disdain.

The Man Who Provides graduates at the top of his class and lands a job at a top company, which doesn’t come as a surprise to anyone who knows him. It’s also not a surprise when he leaves the job to found his own company, which is sure to be a success.

Despite his insane work hours, the Man Who Provides somehow manages to accomplish a vast amount of extra-curricular activities as well. He travels the world, speaking of it the same way most people speak of triathlons. The globe is not a tantalizing opportunity, but rather a challenge meant to be vanquished; he knows precisely how many countries he’s been to and how many he “has left.”

He’s fond of drugs and brags of the enlightenment he’s found in acid and mushrooms. The amount of ketamine he consumes makes some question exactly why he’s so hell bent on dissociating from his enlightened world, but most are simply impressed by the variety of substances he’s sampled.

Those “friends” in his Burning Man photos were from his startup incubator, and he hasn’t spoken to any of them in ten months. He misses speaking with them, if he’s honest with himself, but he worries they’d drag him down. Their startups haven’t been as successful as his, and he’s convinced it’s because of their attitudes and lack of work ethic.

As for dating? Well, a partner is yet another thing to be optimized, of course. They must match or exceed his quality level, and a woman’s quality revolves around their job title and academic degrees.

His dating life is tumultuous, to say the least. He goes through periods of casually dating many women, proving his desirability to those around him. Then he’ll enter a serious relationship, with emphasis on serious. His time is valuable, so this relationship had better not waste it.

The relationship will seem perfect at first–two successful, powerful, passionate people combining forces! What could possibly stand in their way?

The answer: themselves. Their relationship quickly implodes, as it turns out two individuals hyper-focused on their personal success tend to be terrible at a group activity such as dating.

Back to the carousel of casual dating he goes, carrying stories of his ex who just “couldn’t match his intensity” and “resented his success.” Then into another serious relationship, this time with someone with a bit less self-esteem and a determination to prove her worth to this intimidatingly accomplished man.

The relationship lasts longer this time around, a year, maybe two. Then it implodes just as violently, with the woman insisting he was a manipulative and neglectful partner. He’s baffled by the claims; she’s the one who was always offering to support his success! It’s not like he made her do anything. And besides, everything he did was for the both of them. He just wanted to provide.

Back to the carousel of casual dating he goes, still carrying the hope of finding The One, a woman to complete him, to prove to the world that he’s an attractive, successful man.

All the while, a void grows in his chest. Every day, he seems to wake up with less energy and more dread. A friend hints that he’s burning out, and this insinuation panics him, so he runs off to the Amazon to do some ayahuasca about it. But the travel and drugs no longer invigorates him in the same way, and it’s beginning to truly worry him.

He refuses to focus on these emotions, though. Emotions make him illogical and weak, and he needs to be strong and decisive. He’ll keep his focus on his company’s success, making sure that he can continue to provide and prove his worth. And in the meantime, he’ll keep searching for his perfect match to reap the rewards of his success and reassure him that he’s truly an excellent provider.

It’s a small pool of women who meet his quality bar, but he’ll eventually find The One. He knows it. After all, when he puts his mind to something, he always succeeds.

Dating a Man Who Provides:

Two words sum up dates with these men: pity and frustration. These dates generally begin with these men stating that their time is quite limited, hinting that they’ve made quite the sacrifice to offer some of it to you. Things only go downhill from there, with the entire affair feeling like an intense job interview.

I have zero interest in passing these interviews, which creates frustration in these men. I’ve wasted their precious time, and they’ve wasted mine. They generally end the date quite quickly, convinced that I have no hope of clearing their quality bar.

Yet they have no hope of clearing mine. A strong sense of self-identity is a requirement for anyone I date, and these men have never been given the chance to develop one outside of “founder” or “Ivy Leaguer” or “Forbes 30 Under 30.”

This leaves their identity hopelessly precarious and revolving around their immediate success. A bad day at work or a failed business deal can spell weeks of brooding and self-loathing. You never quite know what version of the man may appear; he could be euphoric from his latest product launch, or despondent and moody from a meeting that went wrong.

There’s little I can do to address the issues faced by Men Who Provide. Try to talk them out of focusing so much on standard capitalistic forms of achievement, and they’ll often accuse you of being jealous and sabotaging their success. Point out their clear misery, and they’ll insist “there’s no gain without pain,” and if they can just achieve a constantly moving goalpost, they’ll finally be happy.

These men generally only shake off this mentality after burning themselves out and facing a bout of depression so severe it kills their ability to succeed in a traditional capacity. This forces them to find other ways to derive satisfaction and finally grow a self-identity that doesn’t revolve around money and success.

It’s saddening that these men have to go through this burnout process to learn these lessons; I hope to see less of these men in the future, as more people come forward to describe this toxic form of living.

In the meantime, I try to catch young men before they fall into these self-destructive patterns. I lecture my young interns about the hazards of a success-obsessed lifestyle, and encourage them to find senses of worth that don’t revolve around gaining power and providing money.

I’ll be honest, they don’t seem to listen to me much. But I hope my words remain in the back of their mind, ready to help guide them away from misery when they’re ready to make that change.

THE MAN WHO OPTS OUT

The Man Who Opts Out is a growing contingent of the male population, but a rare sight in the dating world. These are men who have given up on dating, or never even attempted it in the first place.

Some of these men have serious, obvious flaws that keep them locked out of the dating world, such as personality disorders, issues with violence, or severe trauma that’s gone unaddressed.

The majority don’t fit this description, though. In fact, in the Bay Area, a large number of these men are very high-functioning members of society who are smart, respectful, and financially successful.

Often the Man Who Opts Out is the victim of bullying or neglect as a young adult. People accuse him of being awkward, or short, or shy, or overweight, or an “undesirable” ethnicity. Or maybe no one ever directly vocalizes it, but the messages in the media are enough to convince him of his low self-worth, and his interactions with girls seem to confirm it. Most treat him as if he’s invisible, and his few female friends are quick to emphasize that they’re just friends.

Dating feels impossible. After all, the goal of dating is to make someone fall in love with you, and how could someone love him when he’s so terribly unattractive?

He decides to shove aside dating and focus on the other things society tells him are important: his schooling, his career, his social circle. He can actively work to improve and succeed in these areas, whereas being attractive feels miserably out of his control.

When he’s a teenager, this mentality doesn’t cause much alarm. In fact, some mentors even mistake his avoidance of dating as a sign of maturity. He “has his priorities straight,” they say.

Yeah, some of his peers might mock him for not having a girlfriend, but did they get into MIT? Nope. But he did. That helps to ease the pain of not having a date for senior prom.

When he’s in his early-twenties, his aversion to dating starts to feel like a problem. Friends and family comment on it, voicing concern.

He decides, reluctantly, to give dating a shot. Loneliness is beginning to eat at him, and he decides it’s worth facing his fears to have a girlfriend who infuses his life with warmth and affection. He’s still terribly self-conscious about his attractiveness, but his friends insist he’s “perfect boyfriend material,” so he gives it a chance.

His attempts don’t go well. In fact, you might say they’re a bit of a disaster. Women have come to expect a certain level of romantic competence from a twenty-two-year-old, and he just doesn’t meet the bar.

It’s a painful shock. He’d started to gain his confidence back, proving through his successful schooling and his burgeoning career that he’s really worth something, even if he doesn’t quite meet the traditional model of a hot young bachelor. At this point, he’s accustomed to succeeding at most things in life.

But every attempt to flirt and date paints an entirely different picture of himself: he’s practically trembling with nerves, unsure what to talk about, prone to rambling about his niche interests until their eyes glaze over, terrified of accidentally being a creep, yet overly eager for the romantic affection that he desperately craves.

He’s a bit of an anxious, awkward mess, and most women don’t enjoy the vibes. One even starts a rumor that he’s a creep. The accusation brings back an aching self-consciousness he hasn’t felt in years.

He vows to stop even trying. After all, what’s the point? It’s hopeless.

Years pass. He settles into his career, becomes more successful and more mature. He’s not exactly a social butterfly, but he has some good friends and enough love and connection in his life to keep him tumbling down the path of a Man Who Is Not.

Yet something is missing. He tries not to think about it, but there’s a growing emptiness inside him that makes life increasingly hollow. It’s not just a missing girlfriend; it’s a lack of someone, anyone, finding him attractive.

More and more friends are finding committed relationships. At the end of the day, they go home to cuddles and laughter and sex and long, deep conversations. He returns home to his silent apartment and plays video games.

That’s it, he decides. He’s done feeling miserable and lesser. He’s not some hapless twenty-two-year-old anymore. He’s a good, mature man with good friends who insist he can find someone, if he just tries.

He’s no longer in college, so meeting women isn’t as easy as it was when he was twenty-two and still living on a campus. He downloads a dating app, and almost immediately regrets it. He gets maybe one match a month, and it’s almost always a bot.

When he does match, he carries the conversation, and the woman usually ghosts at a certain point. He spends hours and hours swiping on profiles, growing more bitter with each swipe. When he goes on dates, he feels like he’s being interviewed, and usually the woman ghosts him afterward.

He takes another break from dating. More years pass, and his friends who are coupled feel increasingly alien. They’re having weddings, honeymoons, kids; buying houses and saving for college; attending recitals and soccer practices. He’s still playing Call of Duty and Dota with his dwindling group of single friends.

Occasionally, some of his coupled friends will join them on Discord, playing a couple hurried rounds before having to log off to cook dinner or tuck the kids into bed. Damn, I miss being single, they’ll say, laughing. You have all the time, all the hobbies, all the peace you could ever want.

They don’t address the elephant in the room–that at any time, they could dump their partner and be single again.

Yet they don’t. Because being alone sucks.

As he nears his mid-thirties, an interesting development occurs: women start to actively become interested in him. Those superficial characteristics that kept them at bay when he was younger no longer seem so important.

So what if he’s only five-foot-six and a bit heavier than average? He has an amazing job, a stellar reputation, a gorgeous apartment, and a great sense of humor. He’s a catch.

Yet once they discover he’s never been in a long-term relationship, they once more seem to recoil.

He enters into a series of short-term flings, trying to make up for the lost experience. At first it’s exhilarating to have women actually show interest in him. They like him. They want him.

Quickly, it becomes exhausting. Even when women initially approach him, he’s the one who must invest the most effort. The women know what they’re doing; he’s constantly trying to keep up. Some of them get tired of waiting for him to learn and walk away, opening up old wounds in his self-confidence.

He considers trying to make one of the connections more serious, but it becomes obvious that she’d expect him to change so much. His hobbies, his sleeping patterns, his work habits, his furniture, his friendships… all of it would require modification to keep a girl around.

And history has taught him that he’ll just end up getting rejected anyway, so what’s even the point?

It all feels so futile and so unfair. All around him, he sees women who settled with crappy men who don’t treat them properly. He wouldn’t do that; he’s a good person. Maybe a bit socially awkward, maybe not the handsomest, maybe a little clueless about some aspects of relationships, but he can learn to be a good partner, if he’s just given a chance.

Some of his single friends have officially given up on ever finding a woman, and they encourage him to do the same. It’s peaceful, they insist. No more pointless pining, no more painful daydreams that never come true.

They’re right, he decides. He’s done. It’s over.

Yet one evening, as he lays in bed, the loneliness chews at his soul as he stares at the empty spot beside him. He reaches for his phone and downloads a dating app.

He’ll go on just one more date, he tells himself. Just to remind himself of why he doesn’t date anymore. Just to remind himself of why it’s futile to even try.

Dating a Man Who Opts Out:

A date with a Man Who Opts Out is a losing battle. They arrive defeated and suspicious, certain they’re wasting their time, and it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. Some awkwardly avoid any topic that could reveal their lack of dating experience, while others throw it in your face, wanting to get the reveal over with.

I’m often surprised by the men who fall into this category; society paints them all as grungy, awkward trolls who live in their mothers’ basements, but many are not only high-functioning members of society, but also highly desirable individuals–attractive, wealthy, successful. Yet their self-confidence doesn’t reflect this success; they’re mentally trapped as the awkward, bullied teenager, convinced no one could ever truly love them.

For some, this causes bitterness or apathy to spoil interactions with women; dates with these men are uncomfortable events for everyone involved. Every question is met with suspicion, with the man assuming his responses will be used to negatively judge him.

For others, their lack of self-confidence causes a painful shyness and refusal to open up. They’re convinced that at any second, the woman will find something about them to reject, so they hide as much of themselves as possible.

These are some of the most painful dates I’ve experienced. The nurturing side of me wants to pull the man into a hug, to assure him he’s enough, to promise I won’t judge.

Yet the logical side of me knows I need to judge–ultimately, it’s a necessary part of dating. And a crippling lack of self-esteem is a death blow for the stability of any relationship. If I want a healthy relationship, I simply cannot date someone with that trait.

It’s a vicious cycle–a man’s confidence in his dating ability is crushed, he finally works up the nerve to show up to a date, gets rejected, and his self-esteem lowers even more. He limps off to nurse his wounds, vowing to avoid the “pointless” exercise of dating. It might be another year before he attempts to go on another date, or two years, or perhaps he just gives up altogether.

I absolutely hate being a participant in this cycle. It’s the dating equivalent of kicking a puppy and always leaves me feeling a dull ache of empathy for the men involved.

I also hate the standard advice given to these men: that it’s “just a numbers game” and they need to “just keep putting themselves out there.”

The truth isn’t nearly so easy. A man with severe self-esteem issues is not likely to find a healthy relationship, no matter how many times he flings himself at the dating world. The core issue of self-esteem must be addressed.

For some, this means structured therapy or psychiatric treatment, for others, it means growing their social life until it’s vibrant enough to soothe the part of their soul that insists they’re not enough. Or maybe it’s a combo of all three or something else entirely. But action needs to be taken to address the lack of self-esteem; the man can’t just half-heartedly daydream about a woman who might swoop in to “love him just the way he is” and solve all his confidence problems.

Also, relationships take practice. If a man is past the age of twenty-five and has never been in a committed relationship, most women will view this as a red flag. They’ve spent their teens and early-twenties doing the hard work of learning how to be in a relationship, and they don’t want to partner with someone who hasn’t even begun that journey yet.

The good news is that there are ways to compensate for this. I would happily date a thirty-year-old who has never been in a romantic relationship, if he has other social relationships to prove his viability as a partner. Close ties to his friends, family, and community can prove he’s well-versed in all the vital elements of a relationship: communication, trust, empathy, honesty, etc.

Yet the fact remains that the longer someone opts out of the dating world, the harder it becomes to opt back in.

So my advice to men who fall into this category is to rip off the bandaid. If they want a partner, they need to start working toward it now. Overcoming insecurities and past traumas takes time and effort.

The good news is that men who fall into this category seem to be pleasantly surprised at how quickly their social and romantic prospects improve, once they identify and address the root issues. Many of them happily “graduate” out of this category and go on to have wonderful relationships.

I have a feeling the man I end up partnered with will be someone who graduated out of this category. After all, both my previous serious partners fell into this category earlier in their life. I seem to have a soft-spot for people who overcome insecurities; they tend to be delightfully empathetic and dynamic individuals.

In the meantime, I’ll continue to try to encourage men who fall into this category not to give up. There’s a path to healthy, happy relationships. It may not be simple, but as the tired but true saying goes, nothing important ever is easy.

THE MAN WHO BECOMES A BEAST

The Man Who Becomes a Beast often begins as a Man Who Is Not. He is lost, and depressed, and anxious to find himself, yet unsure how to even begin.

He drudges through his job, hating every moment, yet sometimes he hates being away from work even more. At work, he’s at least acknowledged as a person. As soon as he leaves, the lonely silence of his existence threatens to suffocate him.

He doesn’t know what he wants from life, but he knows it’s not this.

The city is filled with young, attractive women that inspire wistful daydreams. Maybe he’ll ask one out, and they’ll hit it off, and then his apartment will no longer be empty. Then maybe she can introduce him to her friends, and the empty abyss of his social calendar will suddenly be filled with dinners, and trips, and concerts, and—

No. He doesn’t dare. He’s far from an Adonis–his physique pales in comparison to most men. Chances are, any girl he asks out will say no, and she’ll think he’s a creep for approaching her. Then she might tell the other women that he’s a creep, and the whole thing would be a disaster.

It’s better not to directly approach women. He can find a girlfriend on the apps.

Except that certainly hasn’t been going well. He rarely gets matches, let alone dates. On the rare instances they occur, the women seem bored by the conversation and pepper him with questions about his intentions and future that he can’t answer.

His performance at work slips, and he’s placed on a performance improvement plan. He knows he’ll probably be fired next quarter, but he can’t bring himself to care.

His doctor tells him he’s depressed and tosses some pills at him, but it only serves to anger him.

The anger is a surprise. He’s not an angry person, or at least he’s never been in the past. Yet the emotion keeps flaring to life in his chest, poisoning his mind with spite. Spite toward his idiot manager who doesn’t give a shit about him. Spite toward the women who judge him without truly knowing him. Spite at the asshole doctor who mindlessly writes a prescription without bothering to understand the real problem.

There’s nothing wrong with his head; it’s the rest of the world that’s the problem. He doesn’t do anything wrong, yet the world treats him like he’s less than worthless. He doesn’t need pills, he just needs someone to give a shit.

He struggles to focus and turns to social media to distract his churning mind. YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok indulge him with a steady stream of entertainment, numbing his frustration and anger with an unceasing shower of fitness routines and video game hacks and soccer highlights.

Gradually, the algorithms drift toward new content. A buff dude sneers into the camera, pointing an accusing finger as he rants about “betas” and their pathetic video games and tiny dicks. It’s not the first time this influencer has crossed his feed, but it is the first time he actually watches a full video.

He’s not sure whether to be offended or amused. The video is so over-the-top that he wants to laugh it off, but it also hits some painful insecurities.

He is wasting his life at his shitty job. He would attract more women if he worked out more. He hates feeling awkward and uncertain and invisible.

He watches several more videos. The influencer sure isn’t a philosopher, but he at least has the balls to discuss the way society has neglected men. High school graduation rates are plummeting, college enrollment has taken a nosedive, addiction is spreading like wildfire, incarceration is creeping upwards, suicide rates are rocketing to the sky.

Where’s the public dismay? Where’s the outrage and the activism?

Nowhere, says the influencer. All those activists are too busy accusing men of being dangerous monsters to bother caring about them.

Fuck those people and all they stand for, says the influencer. If you want anyone to care about you, you have to make them care. And this influencer knows exactly how to accomplish that.

And then he gives it: a map for manhood. One that’s entirely different from the vague, confusing, dismissive directions that polite society has offered. One whose guidance loudly insists that being a man is a good thing, something to be proud of and use to his advantage.

The manosphere map promises power, success, sex, money, belonging, and confidence if it’s followed. In contrast, the map offered by polite society offers a vague promise to not be considered a failure or a danger.

The choice seems obvious.

If he looked hard at the manosphere map, its contradictions are obvious. It promises the respect and adoration of women, but insists this is to be gained through mistreating them. It promises power and money, yet discourages higher education, despite this being the most sure-fire way to climb the class ladder. It insists women are less intelligent and logical beings, yet also insists they have taken over control of the world.

Yet it’s hard to think critically about these contradictions; life has left him exhausted and angry, and the manosphere map insists that success and payback are just a few easy steps away. And those steps are deliciously concrete and specific. The manosphere offers millions of hours of video tutorials on the single subject of how to get a woman “out of your league” to like you. Meanwhile, polite society balks at the mere question, droning on about how romantic “leagues” are an inherently patriarchal and harmful concept.

Sure, some of the advice seems off. Insulting women goes against how he was raised, and some of the money advice seems like it's using people. Yet how he was raised led him to be anxious and invisible. And the rest of society seems to be using him, so why shouldn’t he turn the tables?

And besides, the map works. He knows it does. There are a hundred comments on each popular video balking at their morals, but a thousand more from men reporting the success of the techniques.

He decides to give it a try. He goes out and uses the techniques at a bar, and it works. He brings a woman home for the first time in years. Yeah, she seems kind of unstable and uncertain, but that’s to be expected. She’s a woman, after all. She just needs an alpha male to give her guidance and purpose; he’s actually doing her a favor.

He’s hooked. On the clear directions, on the sex, on the feeling of power. And although he doesn’t like to admit it, he’s hooked on the attention. His actions and opinions upset the people he’s determined to be his enemies; he likes their outrage, and the way he’s able to control their emotions with merely a few words.

They hate him, but that’s okay, because he hates them too.

The influencers were right: fuck society and their weak, pathetic norms. If you want something, you have to be a real man and take it.

Dating a Man Who Becomes a Beast:

There’s a unique aura that surrounds Men Who Become Beasts. Some are fit, and cocky, and smooth, exuding the hyper-masculine air that the Tate brothers exemplify. However, most remain awkward and abrasive, juggling self-consciousness with a sneering confidence that they’re more enlightened than the “sheep” who refuse to see the “truth.”

Both types share a noxious mixture of arrogance and frustration, and they’re all too eager to prove their disdain for the world.

I rarely end up on dates with these men; I’ve gotten good at detecting them over the years, both in-person and on dating apps. Still, occasionally they slip past my radar, and I find myself grabbing coffee with someone whose presence raises my hackles.

I will always end the date as soon as possible and update my detection heuristics. Yet it seems impossible to truly avoid these men.

I punched one a few months back. He tried to dance with my friend at a concert, refused to take her clear “no” for an answer, forcefully shoved himself against her, and did not appreciate me shoving him back.

He grabbed my arm and yanked me toward him; I landed a jab to his throat. (Apparently, the manosphere doesn’t teach men to tuck their chins during a fight. Quite the oversight.)

My jab shocked him enough to loosen his grip, and I yanked free. Three strangers from the crowd grabbed him, restraining him as he tried to lunge at me. His face twisted in a snarl as he hurled insults over the booming bass.

Cunt, crazy bitch, low value whore.

It was the latter insult that gave it away: he was yet another young man drugged by the toxic ideology of the manosphere.

There was something darkly poetic about the scene: three strangers, all men, throwing themselves in harm’s way to stop a two-hundred-pound brick of muscle from pulverizing me. Struggling against their grasp was the Hyde to their Jekyll, a rabid animal who used his natural strength to attack rather than to protect.

I pity that young man. He was well-dressed, handsome, and fit, clearly doing something right to have made it to an expensive concert in a popular city. Yet his mind has been tainted by a creed that turned him into a predator. The preachers of this creed promise success and respect, yet in reality, they doom their adherents to be unfit for society, forcibly outcast from any loving community.

That young man walks the world as a predator, destined to be deprived of the love and respect he yearns for. He’ll likely gain some twisted semblance of a relationship; there are plenty of women out there who won’t recognize the warning signs. But it will be a relationship rooted in fear and manipulation, devoid of the warmth of love.

He will feel that coldness. It will haunt him, and stoke his anger, and some poor woman will probably be the victim when his rage boils over.

I don’t know what to do about these men. I worry it’s too late for most of them; so many have been steeping in the manosphere ideology for years, and converting them away will be as hard as swaying a religious fanatic.

So I avoid them. I fear them. And I sure as hell don’t date them.

V. The Man Who Is Whole

Don’t let my categories of lostness convince you that all men are bumbling through life without purpose. Many men have beaten the odds and become Men Who Are Whole, and these men deserve an entire section devoted to them.

A Man Who Is Whole rarely begins whole. Occasionally they do, but these are rare and frankly baffling anomalies. Most begin within another category, and through a combination of sheer will, some luck, and the support of a community, they forge themselves into remarkably solid individuals.

A Man Who Is Whole has created his own map to manhood. Often, he’s been blessed with close mentors, and usually it’s coupled with an intense passion for something. Maybe he’s passionate about teaching, or building a business, or becoming a father, or creating music, or writing long-winded essays about the dangers of AI. Whatever it is, it’s a purpose he can use as his true north when piecing together his personal map.

His passions lend themselves to goals, but after some trial and error, it becomes clear that obsessing over his personal goals doesn’t feel quite right. He needs to find some way to benefit his community through his goals.

But what is his community exactly? He’s not sure, but he’s determined to find out. It’s not easy, and he screws up several times, burning and getting burned by various relationships. But eventually he manages to find a solid community, a real one with deep, emotional bonds and a mutual desire to provide love and support.

His passion gives him motivation; his goals give him intention; his community gives him purpose. Combined, they provide a scaffolding for him to build himself into the best version of himself.

He continues to flesh out his map, creating a unique path with the help of his community. Mentors guide him, peers critique him, friends and partners encourage him. The map is a messy thing, with lots of erased sections and some meandering parts, but after several years, it finally feels finished.

He knows how to be a man, because he knows how to be himself, and there is no doubt in his mind that he is a man. Some of the traits are exactly what he expected when he was a boy dreaming about manhood: his confidence, his strength, his protectiveness. But others were surprise discoveries: his empathy, his restraint, his soft spot for kids and desire to mentor them.

The map is his, and his alone, a hard-won victory personalized to his wants and needs. It should be celebrated and cherished, and whenever he gets the chance, shared with other young men who might benefit from its contents.

Dating A Man Who Is Whole:

Dating a Man Who Is Whole is a rare and precious experience. Their presence has a solidness that’s infinitely alluring and soothing, and it makes me want to nuzzle into their chest and listen to their heart, to marvel that such mundane biological pieces could somehow have produced such a magnetic presence.

There’s a stereotype that Men Who Are Whole are always overtly confident and highly masculine, but I haven’t found this to be true. In fact, many of them carry a subtle sort of masculinity that lends itself to gentleness and empathy. They have little to prove to the world, because they know who they are, and so does their community, and they are respected for it.

They have overcome a lot to achieve this frame of mind. They’ve bumbled through confusing directions and dead ends, but never given up, and the persistence has paid off. It makes them invaluable partners through difficult times; they know how to handle themselves in tough situations, and they’re eager to share their strength with others.

They’re not perfect. No human ever is. But they know that, and they have the humility to discuss issues in an open and empathetic way, while still standing their ground when necessary.

It’s an honor to be loved by a Man Who Is Whole, and it’s always a surprising delight when they choose you as the focus of their affection.

But there is also an inevitable sadness that clings to the edges of their presence. After all, it’s only when you interact with them that you realize how lost all those other men are. They usually are aware of how different their existence is to many other men, and they carry the weight of friends and loved ones who have been permanently lost to other categories.

I believe that most young men have the potential to become Men Who Are Whole, if they’re given the right support and guidance. I think the rarity of these men is one of the greatest indictments on our current culture and our methods of raising boys. Yet I’m hopeful that someday they’ll be the rule rather than the exception.

I’m deeply lucky to have several of these men in my life. If you do as well, don’t forget to remind them how grateful you are for them and how proud you are of who they’ve become. Oftentimes, they don’t understand just how impressive and important they are. So tell them, and treasure them, and maintain hope that someday there will be more of them.

VI. Crafting a New Map

The sheer number of lost men make it obvious that polite society has failed to deliver an effective map to manhood. Men are miserable, and their pain is reflected in the rising rate of suicide, depression, anxiety, joblessness, and crime. The numbers don’t lie: the current map doesn’t work.

Society owes it to young men to draft a new map for them, one with more positivity and concrete steps that can help them avoid getting lost.

I have many ideas about potential fixes and additions to the Modern Map to Manhood, but there are five that I feel are most important:


	Encourage positive male role models to provide detailed directions on how to “become a man.”



Prior cultures have had granular stepping stones toward manhood for a reason: young minds thrive on concrete goals and specific examples. We need more high-profile, morally-sound men who openly discuss what it’s like to live with a testosterone-dominated body and how they learned to channel their natural instincts into positive and productive outcomes.

There is so obviously a desperate desire for this type of conversation; the wild success of “manosphere” influencers is proof that young men are desperate for authority figures to tell them exactly how to become a man. Yet right now the only people filling this niche seem to be creeps such as the Tate brothers, who are preaching a version of manhood that revolves around intimidation, trickery, and abuse.

We need to give good, moral men the license to openly discuss their personal path to manhood in a positive light, and not be accused of being sexists who are “reinforcing the patriarchy.” Millions of young men are desperate for these discussions; our options are either to give them the most positive versions possible, or leave them to feed on the dangerous slop produced by the likes of the Tates.

Importantly, when these discussions occur, there needs to be a focus on positivity. It can’t simply be a list of things you shouldn’t be. Don’t be lazy, don’t be violent, and don’t harass women are all vital lessons. But only hearing a list of “do nots” is a great way to make boys attach a feeling of shame to their gender and resentment toward those who preach those lessons.

Positivity needs to be woven into the core of the message; we need more “dos” than “do nots.” And those “dos” need to be specific and understandable.

There is no one “right way” to be a man, just as there is no one right way to be a woman. But we need to provide young men with varied, concrete examples of manhood, highlight the positivity that each form of manhood brings the world, and provide stepping-stones for becoming each type.


	Stigmatize sexist behavior toward men.



There is currently a double-standard when it comes to sexism. For many decades, there has been rightful backlash against sexist behavior toward women; after millenia of horrific treatment of women in Western society, this focus makes sense. Yet there is an increasingly vocal minority that has decided “protecting women” is a zero sum game, and demeaning men and ignoring their concerns will somehow improve the lives of women.

Comments such as “men are pigs” or “this is why women shouldn’t trust men” run rampant, and often escape pushback from polite society. Massively popular social media influencers insist that it’s horrible to judge groups of people as a monolith; so terrible, in fact, that it should be considered a crime in many cases. Yet those same people proudly crow about how they’d feel safer encountering a wild bear than an average man. The hypocrisy goes unquestioned in many cases, and those who do dare to point it out are often accused of being closet sexists.

An increasing amount of this sexism has real-life repercussions for men. For example, a growing body of studies suggests that some viruses affect men’s bodies in more severe ways; COVID and influenza kill a significantly higher number of men than women, even when controlling for other health factors. Yet millions of social media posts mock men for their “man flu,” insisting men who complain of severe illness are exaggerating their symptoms, or just aren’t as accustomed to bodily discomfort as women. This sort of discourse minimizes a very serious issue and discourages further research and targeted health outreach programs.

Similarly, the education gap between boys and girls is often discussed in disparaging and sexist terms. Male students are loudly accused of being “immature” and “disruptive” when compared to female students, and many influencers insist the education gap is the result of male entitlement and poor behavior caused by the patriarchy. Yet the biological reality is that critical portions of the male brain develop at slower rates than female brains, and our education system wasn’t built to accommodate this fact. Boys are at a serious, scientific disadvantage in the classroom, yet sexist discourse continues to minimize this issue or insist it's simply proof of weak character.

Over and over again, a loud segment of society labels casual cruelty toward men as “fighting the patriarchy.” In reality, this type of discourse is simply indulging in childish bullying and neglecting serious issues. Yes, there are some tough realities about the impacts of testosterone and other male hormones on behavior, but that’s no excuse to accept blatant sexism.

Being bigoted toward a group of people is destructive, immature, and harmful. Equality requires caring equally about all members of society. This is not a zero sum game, and that fact needs to be shouted to the heavens until all understand.

Sexism matters, in all forms. It’s horrible, and no one deserves it, so let’s make it unacceptable behavior for anyone to display, regardless of their gender.


	Remind men of their worth.



There’s a strange creed within much of polite society that insists men don’t need to be reminded of their worth, because they are privileged. In fact, some insist that reminding men of their worth might even make the privilege disparity worse.

This mentality is madness. There’s a raging epidemic of men who question their worth, and it’s leading to them spiraling into lostness and taking their own lives. It’s also causing an alarming uptick in men who despise women and polite society, believing that these people don’t believe they’re worth anything at all.

Men need to know that we care. They need to know that they’re worthy of respect, love, and kindness. The only way this can happen is if we loudly discuss the benefits and beauty that men bring to society.

No one should ever feel ashamed or unworthy because of an inherent trait. Boys should be just as proud of their gender as girls are, and we can accomplish this by celebrating the beauties of both identities.


	Encourage men to discuss the issues they face, and listen to them.



There is currently a confusing contradiction when it comes to vocalizing the issues impacting men. On one hand, polite society insists the patriarchy has stifled men’s emotions, and they need to be better about discussing their thoughts, feelings, and concerns. Yet when men oblige and try to discuss the serious issues they face, they’re often berated for being sexist, told these problems are their own fault, or have their concerns dismissed as “lesser” than those faced by other demographics.

We need to listen to men and the issues they present. Rather than attacking the narratives they give, society needs to find ways to validate and address their concerns.

If we don’t, men will continue to turn to the manosphere and the alt-right for these conversations. And if the alt-right control those discussions, their bigoted and backwards ideas are the only “solutions” on the table.

Refusing to listen to men’s issues, or insisting those issues don’t actually exist, also gives the alt-right an incredibly powerful recruitment tool: they can claim they’re the only ones “willing to speak the truth,” and have that highly alluring message be partially true.

Many will protest that polite society is listening and men’s issues are being discussed. After all, polite society frequently discusses economic inequality, mental health resources, prison reform, and many other vital topics that have a massive impact on men’s issues. In fact, they discuss these things even more than the right!

This isn’t enough. At all other times, polite society jumps on the opportunity to call out the issues facing specific demographics, and loudly insists on listening to the stories of these people. Paying close attention to specific demographics is better at conveying empathy, validating the concerns of impacted populations, and having more efficient and effective conversations.

Yet when men’s issues are involved, polite society suddenly balks at their own logic and prefers broad, untargeted conversations.

This needs to stop. Polite society needs to get better at saying, “Men are hurting, and we care about their specific needs, and we want to hear from them and make things better for them.” Until that can be accomplished without triggering backlash and infighting, we are doomed to lose more and more young men to the alt-right.


	Openly acknowledge that men and women share some biological differences, and embrace the beauty of this diversity.



Within polite society, there’s a strange insistence for men to be their true selves, yet a rejection of the idea that the average man could, perhaps, just maybe, be biologically programmed to act differently than the average woman, like all species closely related to us.

Feminists encourage men to “reject social pressure” about manhood and “be their true selves.” Many seem to imagine that when social pressures vanish, traditionally masculine behaviors will melt away, leaving men with all the personality traits of the average woman.

Thus men face a bizarre push and pull: relentless demands to “be vulnerable” and “express your true self,” followed by self-righteous fury when that true self ends up being more dominant, more sex-driven, and less intuitively empathetic than the average woman.

This needs to stop. It’s wickedly confusing for young boys and frustrating for adult men who know with certainty they’re inherently different from the average women, yet are muzzled from repeating this truth that explains a lot of their experiences.

We need to openly acknowledge these differences and find beauty in them. One of the core messages of polite society is that diversity is a good thing, and this is just another chance to celebrate and embrace differences within people.

Of course, we still need to make sure people understand that many men and women will fall outside these “average” types; plenty of men will be more traditionally feminine than women, and vice-versa. But both of these truths can exist and be celebrated at once.

VII. A New Beginning

Although this review may make you think differently, I love dating in the Bay Area. There is nowhere else I’d rather live and date, partially because of how dynamic and rapidly-changing this city is.

The Bay Area has reinvented itself many times, and we can do it again. We can help create the next generation of men who are more grounded, more confident in their identity, less lost, and better romantic partners.

It will take effort from all of us and many difficult discussions, but many people in the Bay Area are already hard at work accomplishing these changes, and I hope this essay can help with their progress. With enough persistence, I’m confident that society can move onto a newer, more complete, and healthier Map to Manhood.




Death Review - The Lives, Deaths, & Legacies of Mata Hari, Princess Diana, & Joan of Arc

Plutarch wrote Lives to compare great men. Let us turn to death and review great women. In Joan of Arc, Mata Hari, and Princess Diana, we find not just historical figures but powerful myths of the saint, the whore, and the princess, whose struggles with power, survival, and authenticity only became clear once they were gone.

Joan of Arc, Mata Hari, and Princess Diana each represent a distinct path in the feminine experience: the Maiden, the Vixen, and the Damsel. Below is a look into their inner lives, moral journeys, and reviews of those travels as reflections for our own, inviting us to think about the choices that shape who we become; whether to stand, bend, or break.

Joan of Arc grew from a sheltered peasant into a brave leader who answered a divine call. She left her home to challenge the rigid institutions of her time, even though it meant sacrificing everything, including her life. Her transformation, marked by a willingness to embrace danger and reject traditions, shows us the power and cost of conviction to stand by one’s beliefs.

Mata Hari took a very different route. She reinvented herself using her charm and allure, navigating a world where seduction could be both shield and weapon. Her life, full of shifting identities and calculated moves, reveals how relying on surface appearances can hide inner doubts. In the end, her downfall teaches us that using illusion as a substitute for genuine self-growth leads only to ruin.

Princess Diana lived a life of public adoration and personal struggles. Born into high privilege, she still felt the weight of dependency and the pain of vulnerability. Her experiences highlight the risks of passivity in a world that calls for both emotional openness and firm decision-making. Her legacy is a complex blend of compassion and lost potential, urging us to find a balance between empathy and independence.

By comparing their lives and deaths, we learn that each journey carries its own lessons. Joan shows us the value of inner strength and sacrifice, Mata Hari warns against the perils of hiding behind sexual power, and Diana challenges us to turn vulnerability into more genuine empowerment. Their stories call on us to examine our own paths and strive to build identities that are both true and resilient.

Programming Note: Unlike Plutarch, I’m not going to go through the lives of these three women in an academic and distanced way. Such truths are better done by the biographers. Instead, I wanted to try out, with your permission, a more intimate method. I’m going to write vignettes of the critical moral junctures in their lives. Episodes that are up close; that are in the room. The places where their lives diverged, often over a single decision. To be clear, I am trying to maintain as much truth as we can know, but this method incurs heavy speculation. I hope you will agree that this better fits the aim.

Three Deaths

Mata Hari

The military office reeks of paper and power. Mata Hari sits stiffly, her eyes fixed on the French intelligence officer; a face she will remember as the shots ring out. Outside, Paris of 1916 carries on its wartime rhythm; the Great War has transformed the City of Light into a place of shadows and suspicion. In here, time narrows to a single choice that will undo her.

"Your Russian captain lost an eye at Brimont," the agent states, sliding a photograph across the desk. The image shows Vadim Maslov in a hospital bed, his face partly shrouded in bandages. Mata Hari's fingers hover over it.

"I need to see him," she says.

"As a Dutch national, you can't visit the front unless you offer something to France," he reminds her.

"My connections are social, not military," she replies in a deliberately exotic accent. "Men talk to me of pleasure, not war plans."

"But, they do talk," he counters. "And in this war, even soft comfort matters."

Her chest tightens. Vadim matters to her. Unlike the parade of aristocrats who have shared her bed, the young Russian captain stirred something in her she believed was dead: raw affection.

"What exactly do you want?" she asks, her voice dropping.

The War had destroyed her livelihood. With all of Europe's aristocracy either fighting or dead, her exotic dances play to sparse halls. Her bank accounts dwindled as borders closed. Espionage wasn't a choice; it was the only path remaining.

"Information. About German officers, especially those in Madrid. You have connections, use them."

The choice is clear: betray her German admirers or abandon the wounded captain she loves. Her mind drifts to her transformation from a powerless colonial wife to a drunken officer into Mata Hari, "eye of the day" in Malay, a supposed Javanese princess. She had turned men's exotic fantasies into power, all by herself.

But war shifts the balance. Her beauty, though still present, no longer commands high sums.

"I'll be paid," she states with cold precision.

"Absurdly," the agent replies, naming a sum that eases immediate requirements.

"I am Dutch. I am neutral."

"Neutrality is a luxury for those who need nothing," he says.

Her hands tremble as she signs the papers. Damnation, again.

"Here are your papers for the hospital visit. You'll hear from us about the next steps," he adds.

She nods and steps into the hallway. The door closes behind her like a cell lock.

As she walks the corridor with perfect posture, Mata Hari feels the first tremors of an earthquake that will topple her life. She once believed she was the hunter, but now, she realizes, she has always been prey.

TheGrandHotelsuitegulpsinthelight.Evenwitheverylampon,shadowsclingtothecornerslikeconspiratorsintheFebruarynightsof1917.MataHarisitsathervanity,dustingpowderoverexhaustion,draggingkohlalongeyesthathaveseentoomuch.Herhandsworkfast.Hermind,faster.Escaperoutes.Safehouses.ShipstoSpain.Shecountspossibilitieslikeagamblertallyingchipsbeforethelastbet.Themirrorgivesherbackafacestillstriking,butyearshavesettledin.Finelinestracetheterritoryofforty,eachoneareceiptforsurvivalinaworldbuilttodevourher."Onemorenight,"shemurmurstotheglass."Onemoreperformance."SixmonthssinceCaptainLadouxmadehisoffer:onemillionfrancsforintelligenceonGermanmilitaryplans.Thetiminghadbeenperfect.Warhaddriedupherclientele.Debtswerepilingup.Shedidn′ttellhimshewasalreadybought:AgentH−21.Threemonthsearlier,theGermanshadpaidher20,000francsforvaguepromisesaboutFrenchsecrets.Agame,really.Shefedthemgossipanydiplomatcouldhearoverdinner.Aknock.Amessenger.AnothernotefromLadoux:INFORMATIONINSUFFICIENT.MORESPECIFICSREQUIRED:CROWNPRINCE′SCONTROLOFARMYGROUP.TOMORROW:9AM.Shecrumplesthepaper.TheCrownPrinceisafraud,aplayboywhocaresmoreforwomenthanwar.Ladouxwon′thearit.Theywanthertoextractsecretsthatdon′texist.Theroomfeelstoosmall.Shegoestothewindow.Parisisoutthere,stilltryingtobeParis.CouplesstrollthroughtheTuileries,pretending.Sheturnsbacktoherledger.Thenumbersconfirmwhatshealreadyknows:she′srunningoutoftime.Ladouxdolesoutmoneylikeamiser.TheGermanspaybetter,butthey′regettingnervous.Herbalancingactisslipping.Thedecisioncomesquick.Thetrunksarealreadyhalf−packed.Spainisneutral.Fromthere,shecandisappear."Onelastperformance,"shetellsherself,sortingthroughpapers.Dutchpassport.Frenchidentification.AletterofsafepassagefromtheGermanconsul.Useful.Ordamning,iftheFrenchfinditfirst.Shedoesn′tnoticehowthehotelstafflingersnearherdoor.Howtheswitchboardoperatorholdsthelineabeattoolong.Howtheshadowshavestartedwatching.Thatevening,shedressesfordinner.ASpanishdiplomatwhocansmoothherpassage.Shedescendsthegrandstaircaselikeaqueen,unhurried.Noonewouldguessshe′srunning.Shedoesn’tseethetelegramsentminutesaftersheleaves,aboutthewarningforBritishportauthoritiestowatchforherontheZeelandia,toarresther,totakehertoLondon,andtomakeScotlandYardloosenherlipsyetagain.Inthetaxi,sheexhales,thinkingherselfthemasterofherfate.
The Grand Hotel suite gulps in the light. Even with every lamp on, shadows cling to the corners like conspirators in the February nights of 1917. Mata Hari sits at her vanity, dusting powder over exhaustion, dragging kohl along eyes that have seen too much. Her hands work fast. Her mind, faster.

Escape routes. Safe houses. Ships to Spain. She counts possibilities like a gambler tallying chips before the last bet.

The mirror gives her back a face still striking, but years have settled in. Fine lines trace the territory of forty, each one a receipt for survival in a world built to devour her.

"One more night," she murmurs to the glass. "One more performance."

Six months since Captain Ladoux made his offer: one million francs for intelligence on German military plans. The timing had been perfect. War had dried up her clientele. Debts were piling up.

She didn't tell him she was already bought: Agent H-21. Three months earlier, the Germans had paid her 20,000 francs for vague promises about French secrets. A game, really. She fed them gossip any diplomat could hear over dinner.

A knock. A messenger. Another note from Ladoux: INFORMATION INSUFFICIENT. MORE SPECIFICS REQUIRED: CROWN PRINCE'S CONTROL OF ARMY GROUP. TOMORROW: 9 AM.

She crumples the paper. The Crown Prince is a fraud, a playboy who cares more for women than war. Ladoux won't hear it. They want her to extract secrets that don't exist.

The room feels too small. She goes to the window. Paris is out there, still trying to be Paris. Couples stroll through the Tuileries, pretending.

She turns back to her ledger. The numbers confirm what she already knows: she's running out of time. Ladoux doles out money like a miser. The Germans pay better, but they're getting nervous. Her balancing act is slipping.

The decision comes quick. The trunks are already half-packed. Spain is neutral. From there, she can disappear.

"One last performance," she tells herself, sorting through papers. Dutch passport. French identification. A letter of safe passage from the German consul. Useful. Or damning, if the French find it first.

She doesn't notice how the hotel staff lingers near her door. How the switchboard operator holds the line a beat too long. How the shadows have started watching.

That evening, she dresses for dinner. A Spanish diplomat who can smooth her passage. She descends the grand staircase like a queen, unhurried. No one would guess she's running.

She doesn’t see the telegram sent minutes after she leaves, about the warning for British port authorities to watch for her on the _Zeelandia_, to arrest her, to take her to London, and to make Scotland Yard loosen her lips yet again.

In the taxi, she exhales, thinking herself the master of her fate.

Madrid feels untouched by the war. At the Hotel Ritz, chandeliers glow, champagne flows, and laughter bounces off marble columns. Mata Hari moves through the glittering scene like a ghost of her past self, her eyes always watching. Across the room, Major Arnold Kalle stands with military stiffness. He doesn't look at her like a man drawn in, but like a man taking notes.

"Major," she says, voice warm against January's chill. "How gracious of you to meet me."

"Fräulein Zelle." He uses her real name, a quiet reminder of control. "Spain agrees with you."

"Neutrality always does." She sits with the practiced ease of a dancer who knows exactly how to be seen. Just enough décolletage to catch his eye, not enough to cheapen it.

She leans in. "I could be useful to the Kaiser. For the right price, I might share the French officers' whispers."

No thrill passes between them, just the cold friction of a deal being struck. Her real goal is bigger: access to the Crown Prince. Captain Ladoux promised a million francs for information on Wilhelm's son.

"And what exactly could you provide that my own intelligence officers cannot?" Kalle asks.

"Access," she says, accent thickening. "Men tell me things they wouldn't tell their shadows. I dance between worlds."

What she doesn't say is that her world is shrinking. The British interrogation at Canon Row stripped away her mystique.

Kalle names his price: ten thousand francs.

An insult. Once, men had thrown fortunes at her feet. Men in his own government. Now, war drains Europe's appetite for indulgence.

"The French are more generous," she says smoothly.

"The French are desperate." Kalle smiles thinly. "Germans are careful investors."

Once, this game had felt like power. But now, both sides want more than pillow talk.

"I'll need documents," she says. "Safe passage. Recognition."

She doesn't realize how her hand trembles, how forced her charm feels. Kalle sees it all. H-21 is no longer an asset. She's a risk.

"Of course," he says too easily. "I'll arrange what's necessary. And perhaps, a meeting with someone important."

"The Prince?" Her eyes light up. He notices.

"Perhaps. You'll see."

She takes the elevator to her suite, picturing the gown she'll wear for the Prince Wilhelm. Meanwhile, Kalle walks to the secure communications office.

He drafts a message to Berlin about agent H-21, deliberately using a cipher he knows the French have broken. It paints her as a double agent, with falsehoods about troop movements tied directly to her. The message isn't just a report; it's a death sentence. Still, he waits to send it.

The French will think they've uncovered the reason for their battlefield losses. The Germans eliminate a liability while making her death serve the war effort; perfect usefulness for a woman who has outlived her value.

In her suite, Mata Hari prepares for bed. In the mirror, she still sees the woman who dazzled Europe, who transformed from the discarded wife of a drunk colonial officer into a legend. What she doesn't see is that the game changed. The world doesn't need courtesans who trade in charm. It needs fodder. And she is an aperitif.
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The military courtroom is all sharp angles and hard surfaces, built to intimidate. Five officers sit in judgment, their faces as rigid as their uniforms. No public, no press, no defense witnesses. This isn't justice; it's theater. And Mata Hari has been cast as the seductress-spy, the woman who lured men to doom.

The European war machine needs scapegoats for the millions dead in the trenches, and she's perfect: foreign, female, and too familiar with men on both sides.

Captain Pierre Bouchardon stands. For months, he's been her interrogator, picking apart her past. Now he's her prosecutor.

"We have before us a woman who took from France while serving Germany," he says. "A woman who made her body a weapon, whose promiscuity led to the deaths of thousands."

Mata Hari sits straight-backed in the dock, dressed in a tailored suit instead of flowing silks. She prepared for this moment like she once prepared for the stage. Hair pinned neatly, makeup suggesting vulnerability without weakness.

She watches Bouchardon like a chess player sizing up an opponent. He lays out the evidence: meetings with German officers, travels across borders, payments from the enemy. Taken alone, each fact means nothing. Together, they paint her as a traitor.

Her lawyer, Édouard Clunet, sits beside her, powerless. He can't cross-examine witnesses or call his own.

When she finally speaks, her voice is steady. "The telegrams are fake," she says. "Yes, I took German money, to recover what was taken from me in Berlin." She lifts her chin defiantly, eyes meeting each judge. "A harlot? Yes, but a traitoress, never!" The historic words hang in the air. "I'd never betray Paris."

Bouchardon holds up intercepted messages about "Agent H-21." The details match her life exactly. The Germans sent them in a code they knew was broken. Yet they don't specify what information she passed on.

"You met Major Kalle in Madrid," Bouchardon presses. "After that, these messages were sent. You admit to taking German money. You traveled freely while others could not."

"I'm an artist and a courtesan," she replies. "My work requires travel. The Germans paid me for property they seized, not for secrets."

It doesn't matter. France in 1917 needs a scapegoat. The war is going badly. The army nears mutiny. A scandalous spy trial is exactly the distraction needed.

Bouchardon moves in for the kill. "At Canon Row, you told British intelligence you worked for the French. Why, unless you were playing both sides?"

"I said I had an arrangement with Captain Ladoux," she clarifies. "I never claimed to be a French agent."

"But you presented yourself as one when it suited you," he counters. "Just as you were Dutch to Germans, Javanese to audiences, whoever you needed to be."

That lands hardest. Her whole life has been reinvention. Now that adaptability makes her untrustworthy.

During a break, she's taken to a side room with Clunet. "If you admit to taking German money but say you passed nothing of value, they might show leniency. They almost never execute women."

"They decided my guilt when they arrested me," she says.

"A confession could mean prison instead of a firing squad."

She turns to him, jaw set. "I won't give them the satisfaction. I wasn't a spy, and I won't play that part." A bitter smile flickers. "The woman they've created in that courtroom isn't me. And I won't become her."

The verdict: "Guilty of espionage." The sentence: "Death by firing squad."

That night, in her cell at Saint-Lazare, she writes letters proclaiming her innocence. But deep down, she understands. She spent a lifetime playing roles, believing seduction, her body, could keep her safe. Now she's learned the truth: power borrowed is never really power at all.

Dawn comes slow at Vincennes, the sun reluctant for this performance. A thin mist clings to the field where twelve soldiers stand in formation. Their faces are hollow-eyed from war, none looking at the wooden post awaiting its occupant.

The prison transport arrives. Mata Hari steps out on her own. No chains. Nothing like the seductive myth that will come later. She walks to the post without hurry, her movements controlled. Not defiant. Not submissive. Something in between.

"Would you like a blindfold, madame?" an officer asks.

"No." Her voice is clear. Not a plea. A command.

"Must I be seated?"

"No, madame."

She nods. A final courtesy granted. The soldiers shift uncomfortably, used to deserters who tremble and beg. Not women who meet them with steady eyes.

In this moment, her last, Margaretha Zelle could rage at the injustice. She could tell them the truth: she wasn't the mastermind spy they claimed, but she wasn't innocent either. She had taken money from both sides, played a game without knowing the stakes.

She could mention her children, one dead, one taken. She could speak of the husband who broke her, the life built from wreckage.

But that wasn't her.

She had spent a lifetime crafting illusions: the Javanese princess, the temple dancer, the courtesan. Now she makes one last creative choice. No explanations. Just a final gesture to steal the crowd.

She straightens her spine, lifts her chin, and blows a kiss to the firing squad.

A soldier blinks. The journalist scribbles, knowing he's witnessing something that will outlive them all.

"Ready!" the officer calls.

Mata Hari doesn't flinch.

"Aim!"

She looks past them, to some distant place no bullet can reach.

"Fire!"

The shots crack through the cold morning air. For a moment, she remains upright. Then slowly, she sinks to her knees, head still up, expression unchanged. For a fraction of a second, she totters there. Then falls backward, bending at the waist, legs doubled beneath her.

A non-commissioned officer approaches. He draws his revolver and fires a final shot into her head, ensuring execution, and immortality.

Mata Hari, born Margaretha Zelle, died on October 15th, 1917, age 41, four miles from the heart of Paris.


Margaretha Zelle's execution wasn't just the death of a spy; it was a reckoning with how women survive in a world that both objectifies and erases them. Her journey from colonial wife to exotic dancer to condemned traitor was a constant negotiation with forces that gave her visibility only on their terms.

Mata Hari turned circumstances into leverage. She played the role men wanted, using the mystique of the "Oriental" seductress to make herself valuable. If society would see her as an object, she would monetize it. But such borrowed power was never truly hers to keep.

During the war, taking money from German intelligence while working with the French wasn't about loyalty; it was survival. Captain Ladoux's offer wasn't a moral dilemma but another transaction. German money wasn't treason in her eyes, just income in a war that had eliminated her clientele.

The tragedy wasn't her execution but how every move to control her fate tightened the trap. She played the game without realizing it was rigged. Her sexuality gave her access to men in power, but only on their terms. Her espionage was less about strategy and more about staying afloat in a system designed to discard women once they stopped being useful.

When she refused the blindfold before the firing squad, she defined herself on her own terms. No pleading, no fear, just a woman facing the void. Yet even this became legend, while Margaretha Zelle, the woman, disappeared behind the myth.

Her story still unsettles because it raises questions we continue to struggle with. She wasn't villain or hero; just a broken someone trying to survive in a world that would never let her win.

### Diana

The July light slipped through the heavy brocade curtains of Diana's borrowed room at Buckingham Palace. Three weeks before the wedding that would turn her into the Princess of Wales, she sat alone, swallowed by the gilded furniture and thick silence.

Outside, London carried on. Inside, time dragged. Nothing happened without approval.

She hadn't seen Charles in three days. "Royal duties," they told her. At nineteen, she still believed in fairy tales, despite the growing evidence. Her gaze fell on the wedding dress sketch. Twenty-five feet of train. Too tight to breathe in. A dress fit for, well, a princess.

She thought of Park House, her childhood home. That loneliness had been simpler. Parents who split when she was seven. Boarding school. But this was different. This loneliness came with titles, protocols, invisible lines she kept crossing.

A lady's maid entered with a silver tray of correspondence. "His Royal Highness asked that these be delivered for his review, Your Ladyship."

"Leave them on the desk."

One letter slipped loose. Diana picked it up. The handwriting was elegant, confident. A woman's. Camilla.

Before she could second-guess, she slid the letter from its envelope. "My darling," Her stomach turned. "...such a wonderful weekend at Highgrove... when this tedious business is concluded, we can..."

"Your Ladyship? The Commonwealth Youth reception is in thirty minutes."

Diana tucked the letter back, lining up its edges like it had never been touched.

She caught her reflection: a girl who suddenly saw the cracks in her own future. Then, the expression vanished. Her face rearranged itself into the one the world expected.

Her dresser entered with the afternoon outfit. "The blue suit, with matching hat. Conservative, but youthful."

Diana nodded, watching as she was shaped into someone fit for cameras. For a moment, she imagined another life. Walking away. Going back to the kindergarten classroom. The moment passed. She squared her shoulders.

"The public is waiting."

Her dresser smiled. "You're learning fast. You'll be a perfect princess."

Diana turned away from the letter and left the room.

&&&

January rain streaked down the nursery windows at Kensington Palace, turning the gardens into a soft watercolor blur. Diana sat beside her sleeping five-year-old son, her finger tracing the black embossing on a manila folder labeled "Confidential." Inside were detailed records of her husband's betrayals: photographs, hotel receipts, telephone logs, and witness accounts gathered by private investigators she had hired.

Across the room, three-year-old Harry slept with one arm flung over his head, his red hair bright against the pillow. The nursery, with its hand-painted countryside mural and carefully chosen toys, stood in stark contrast to the formal splendor of the rest of the apartment. Here, Diana had built them a palace of normalcy.

She opened the folder. A photograph slipped out: Charles and Camilla at Highgrove during a weekend when he had claimed to be fishing in Scotland. They weren't touching, but the closeness of their bodies spoke a damning language.

Her throat tightened as she reread a transcript of a telephone conversation between Charles and his lover, their casualness hitting her hard. Their familiar language, cultivated over fifteen years, now made it impossible for her to speak with Charles.

A soft knock pulled her from her thoughts. Her personal secretary entered quietly. "The rain isn't letting up, Your Royal Highness," he said, careful not to disturb the princes.

"Neither is this situation," Diana replied, gesturing to the folder.

"I've reviewed the findings. There's no question the affair resumed, at least since late 1986."

Diana closed the folder. "And the Prince of Wales's schedule?"

"Unchanged for the coming month. The overlaps we noted remain."

Her knuckles went white around a small gold locket containing photographs of her sons.

"There are options beyond silent endurance," the secretary offered carefully.

"What becomes of my children?" she whispered. "What becomes of my duties?" They both recalled the history of royal divorces: the exile of wives who dared break vows. She dismissed him with a wave.

With deliberate movements, Diana crossed to her writing desk. She unlocked the bottom drawer with the key she wore on a chain, placed the folder inside, and locked it again. "Arrange my schedule for the AIDS hospice visit tomorrow," she instructed, her voice steadier. "No photographers for the first hour, and confirm my meeting with Captain Hewitt. Tea at four, here at Kensington."

Returning to her sleeping children, Diana settled by William's bedside. The line between her public performance and inner doubts grew sharper; a split that would soon define her life. It wasn't freedom, but it was resistance.

&&&

The fluorescent lights of London Middlesex Hospital cast a harsh glow over the AIDS ward, where the smell of disinfectant barely hides the scent of medicine and decay. Diana, Princess of Wales, moves through the quiet corridor with cameras following at a respectful distance. Her lapis blue suit stands out against the gray walls, a deliberate splash of cheer. Six years into her royal role, she has learned that every color, every accessory, every gesture is scrutinized.

"Perhaps Your Royal Highness would prefer not to enter directly," the medical director suggests. "We could bring some of our less acute cases to the day room."

Diana meets his gaze steadily. "This Royal Highness has come to see your patients where they live, not where it's convenient to show them off."

AIDS is still shrouded in fear and misunderstanding. Headlines scream about a "gay plague," and even doctors treat patients like dangerous objects rather than humans. The royal family has kept its distance from the epidemic, addressing topics like sex and homosexuality only in vague terms.

At the threshold of the first room, Diana pauses. Inside, a young man, no more than thirty, with sunken cheeks and paper-thin skin, lies in bed. The sound of clicking cameras fills the air. Everyone expects a princess to remain distant, to offer words of support without breaking the invisible line between the healthy and the afflicted.

Diana slowly removes her gloves and hands them to her lady-in-waiting, sending a ripple through the staff. In an era when fear suggests even casual contact might spread the virus, the sight of the Princess approaching a patient with bare hands is radical.

"Hello, John," she says, extending her hand gently. "I've been looking forward to meeting you."

Their fingers touch. She feels the slight tremor of his grip, the cold pressure of his skin. In that moment, it's not the illness she registers, but the relief of genuine human contact.

"Your Royal Highness," he whispers, voice rough with disuse. "You really shouldn't, your hands..."

Diana smiles the smile they made her practice a thousand times. "I have two good hands that are much happier being useful than hidden away in gloves, don't you think?" Her eyes flick to just glimpse the crews aflutter.

Behind her, camera shutters click faster. Newspapers have already received their front-page image: the Princess of Wales, breaking protocol by holding the hand of a dying man with AIDS.

For the next hour, Diana moves from room to room, sitting on beds, adjusting pillows, listening to stories that cannot be faked.

"You're the first visitor Simon's had in three months," a nurse whispers. "His family disowned him when they learned he was gay, even before the diagnosis."

"You're not like what I expected from TV," Simon tells her. "You're beautiful, but you're real, aren't you?"

Diana feels a lump in her throat. "I'm trying to be," she replies softly.

Later in the car, Diana reviews her planner, running her finger along carefully chosen engagements: visits to children's hospitals, meetings with marginalized communities, charity events where her style brings attention to important causes.

She notices a newspaper clipping in her diary; a picture of her embracing a child at a homeless shelter. But her eyes now betray a calculation: these moments build a separate narrative, one that gives her independence.

The car glides toward Kensington Palace. Diana has acted with real compassion, yet she has used that compassion as a tool in the battle for public opinion and personal freedom. She is building her identity on an unstable foundation, creating a scaffold of dependency no different from the one she longs to escape.

&&&

Late afternoon sunlight spilled through the windows of Diana's office at Kensington Palace, illuminating dust motes dancing in golden beams. She sat surrounded by photographs of her sons, watercolors, and gifts from humanitarian travels, reviewing a letter outlining her post-divorce financial responsibilities.

The telephone rang. "Diana speaking," she answered.

"Princess! Mo here." Mohamed Al-Fayed's voice filled the line. "I'm inviting you and the boys to my compound in France. My yacht is at your disposal, a perfect break from the press. Dodi would ensure you have everything you need."

"That's very kind," she replied noncommittally. "Let me check the boys' schedules."

Her thoughts drifted to Hasnat Khan, the heart surgeon whose relationship with her had recently ended. "I cannot live in a gilded cage," he had told her. The irony wasn't lost on Diana: she had escaped one cage only to find fame had built her another.

A Metropolitan Police officer entered with a folder. "We've completed the security assessment. We recommend a full detail, especially when traveling with the princes."

"You mean surveillance," Diana countered firmly.

"Our concern is your safety. The recent campaign has generated several credible threats."

Diana walked to the window, gesturing vaguely toward Buckingham Palace. "I need distance from all that."

After he left, she read a letter bearing the Prime Minister's seal, Tony Blair had written about government platforms for her charity work.

Her assistant interrupted: "Frances Shand Kydd has called again. That's the third time this week."

Diana's jaw tightened at mention of her estranged mother. "Tell her I'm unavailable."

The assistant placed a newspaper on her desk. The headline read: DI AND DODI: ROMANCE ON THE RIVIERA? Grainy photos showed Diana on Al-Fayed's yacht with Dodi.

Left alone, Diana studied photographs of her sons. William, fifteen, resembled his father, while Harry remained unmistakably Spencer, her spirit shining through.

Through her window, photographers gathered at the palace gates: the public fascination that had become both her strength and vulnerability.

The competing demands pulled at her; charities, media, family, and now Al-Fayed. His invitation promised luxury and protection, but at what cost?

She picked up the phone. "Tell Mr. Al-Fayed we accept his invitation. His compound's security will do." As she spoke, she pushed aside Blair's proposal.

When Dodi called to arrange her visit, Diana made the arrangements while part of her watched from a distance. She recognized the pattern: an eager companion, luxurious settings, protection without complications; a comfortable escape.

Blair's letter caught her eye again, offering something tougher but more fulfilling: purpose instead of pleasure, impact instead of escape.

For a moment, Diana's face showed full awareness of her choices. Then she returned to thinking about which clothes to pack, as photographers focused their lenses on her window, capturing the silhouette of a woman whose search for freedom had led her into captivity again.

&&&

The pale light of Parisian streetlamps spilled through the tall windows at the Ritz Hotel’s rear entrance, pooling beneath the awning. Faces gathered in the dim glow, their features softened. Diana stood with her arms crossed, a gesture of quiet self-protection, as Henri Paul outlined their plan to evade the paparazzi.

“We’ve confirmed almost thirty photographers at the main entrance,” Paul said, his French accent taut. “The decoy vehicle will leave from the front. Meanwhile, you and Mr. Fayed will exit through the service door on Rue Cambon.”

Diana nodded, glancing toward the idling black Mercedes. The car was both an escape and a trap, freedom in motion, but with no real exit. Its waxed paint and tinted windows distorted her reflection: the same girl, the same cycles, the same people, moving her.

Dodi Fayed stood apart, checking his watch. “It’s nearly midnight. We should move if we want to reach the apartment without incident.”

The hotel manager approached. “Madame, we have a secure private suite if you prefer to stay until morning. We can arrange a safe departure later.”

Diana looked back at the plush interior, a haven, perhaps. But Dodi’s hand came to rest lightly at the small of her back.

“The apartment is minutes away. Father has arranged everything for our comfort.”

Trevor Rees-Jones, Mohamed Al-Fayed’s protection officer, shifted uneasily. “The paparazzi presence is heavy tonight. Perhaps it’s wiser to wait.”

For a moment, Diana’s face reflected not fear, but clarity. She saw the pattern of her life: cameras chasing, choices narrowing. The pursuit had been both torment and validation: shaping her image, confirming her relevance.

She glanced again into the hotel: safety behind doors. Then at the Mercedes, at Dodi. Symbols of movement, escape, and everything that had defined her.

In that moment, Diana recognized the complicity. She had been running for so long; from Charles, the palace, the expectations of her name. The illusion of choice was its own prison.

She moved toward the exit.

“We’re going,” she said, voice flat and steady.

Paul took the wheel, his eagerness shadowed by the glassiness in his eyes. Diana slid into the backseat without fastening her seatbelt; a small act of neglect, or defiance.

The Mercedes pulled into the Parisian night. For this moment, Diana existed fully in the present, defined by the flight that had always been her way.

Diana, Princess of Wales, died August 31st, 1997, age 36, three miles from the heart of Paris.

&&&&&&

In death, Diana won a strange kind of freedom from the institutions that had always confined her and secured her place in the public imagination. The wreckage in the Parisian underpass beneath the Seine marked the collision of forces that had defined her life: relentless media attention, endless evasion that only fueled scrutiny, and a series of relationships that promised protection but imposed new constraints.

This was the hollow victory for the damsel; immortalized by public adoration yet never allowed to shape her own identity. Her death did not free her memory; it froze her as an eternal icon of vulnerability instead of allowing her true self to manifest.

Throughout her 36 years, Diana swapped one form of dependence for another. Once, she was the fairy-tale princess, the bride curtsying before her husband's portrait. Later, she became a wronged wife defined by victimhood, and then a celebrity humanitarian whose worth was measured by public approval. Every role demanded an audience; every phase, validation. The cameras she both chased and fled became mirrors, reflecting a life defined by others.

Even after shedding the formal constraints of royal life, she never broke from the invisible chains of public expectation. The divorce that should have freed her only deepened her reliance on the spotlight. Her rejection of royal security meant one form of control ended, only to be replaced by even more invasive scrutiny. Each apparent step toward independence entangled her further in the web of observation she had spent decades trying to escape.

In her relationships, Diana moved from one dependency to another, seeking in others the validation she could not find within herself. From Charles, who offered status without love, to her later companions, each connection represented a desperate bid for security that ultimately failed to provide the freedom she sought.

Diana's final tragedy was not simply her death, but that she never discovered who she might have become if she had allowed herself to claim her own power. Her legacy is a blend of extraordinary compassion and a life defined by others' reflections, her true self always just out of reach.

### Joan of Arc

The stone floor bites cold against Joan’s kneecaps. The dank tang of last night’s rain clings to her woolen skirt, and each shift sends cramps spiraling up her thighs. She presses her forehead to the low bench, the hearth’s glow barely chipping through the chill. Outside, the wind rattles the shutters like angry fists.

Then, no warning again, the voices slice into her thoughts, neither shout nor whisper, but as sharp as a lance between her ears. Saints Michael, Margaret, and Catherine.

“Joan, daughter of France, the Dauphin must be crowned at Reims. You will lead his armies. You will drive the English from Orléans.” commands the archangel.

Her breath catches. Fever‑dream or divine command? A hot spike of dread cuts through her stomach: What will the neighbors say? Already Old Marguerite at the bakehouse whispers of witchcraft. The local priest edges closer by the day. She sweats into the rough wood crucifix beneath her shift and wonders: am I hearing His messages, or chasing some secret longing?

“Joan!” Her mother’s voice cracks, seeing the now familiar signs. She kneels beside her, hands fluttering. “Not this again. You’ll ruin us, everyone’s talking. Your godmother swears you dance with spirits in the woods.” Her eyes plead: stay, be sensible.

Snowflakes lilt as her father storms in, shoulders hunched against the draft. He halts, gaze hard, he knows. “Speak of these voices once more, and I’ll bury you out back where no one finds you.” His threat trembles with fear: of English patrols, of scandal, of losing everything.

Joan’s heart hammers between obedience and something fiercer. The crucifix’s edges gouge her skin as she squeezes it. Doubt and conviction coil together: is this her own will rising up, or a heavenly command?

She lifts her head. “Father… I can’t unhear them.” Her voice wobbles on the brink of tears and steel. “I’m sworn… to a higher oath.”

Her mother’s face drains pale; her father’s jaw clenches. In that frozen instant, Joan feels both the weight of home and the pull of a destiny she barely understands.

She quickly gathers her few possessions: a coarse linen shift, a length of hemp cord, a handful of prayer beads: tools of a peasant girl turned pilgrim. Each item tugs her body away from safety and toward unknown roads.

At the threshold, she pauses. Panic flutters: Will they rush after her? Will her courage hold when she names Robert de Baudricourt? A fragment of doubt lingers: Am I choosing this path, or has it chosen me?

The door thuds shut, muffling her parents’ voices and the hearth’s warmth. The wind softens, as though yielding to her resolve. She steps into the hush of falling snow, her footprints carving a trembling line between doubt and purpose. Beneath her shift, fingers slide under the fabric to press the crucifix against her heart, trembling at her own audacity.

###

Inside Baudricourt’s fortified manor, the air is thick with torch smoke and the sour tang of boiled cabbage drifting from the kitchens. Horses shift in their stalls, chains clinking against stone. Joan stands before a tarnished bronze mirror, fingertips hovering over her uncle’s borrowed knife, cold metal against calloused skin.

She hesitates: is she really about to do this? A stablehand snorts in the corridor; a steward snickers through the crack of the door.

With a breath, Joan grasps her hair. As the blade bites through strands, a soldier glances sideways, lips pressed tight, then whispers, “Hell, she means it.” Dark locks drift to the floor like discarded banners. Her scalp pricks with rawness; liberation or foolishness?

From behind, Baudricourt’s boots clank across stones. He stops. “Planning to storm our kitchen next?” he jibes, eyebrows raised.

Joan’s throat tightens. She brushes hair from her face. “Some battles need more than knives.”

He snorts. “Prophets have bigger swords.”

A distant horn blast echoes. A footman stumbles in, breath ragged. “Milord, Domrémy… it’s ashes.” Joan’s jaw clenches so hard wood crackles in her skull. Fingers whip the knife’s hilt until her knuckles whiten. The mirror’s tarnish blurs.

She swallows. Does this path serve her own will, or something else? The gambeson’s padded bulk chafes her shoulders, the linen beneath prickles against fresh skin. Still, she inhales the manor’s stale air and stands straighter: between doubt and resolve, she’ll carve her own course.

###

The acrid sting of smoke clings to Joan’s nostrils as mud sucks at her boots. Horses snort in the half‑light, their flanks heaving against fraying reins. She braces on a slick rise overlooking Orléans’s battered walls, steel armor cold against her ribs, breath misting in the dawn chill.

Around a stained table, commanders argue over curled parchments. “If we wait for the supply wagons,” Dunois snarls, “our men starve in the trenches.”

La Hire slams a fist on the map. “But if we charge before nightfall, we bleed half our force under those ramparts!”

Joan presses her sword pommel, feeling its cold weight. A distant trumpet blares. She blinks against the smoke, the saints in her head clamoring: now, Now. Yet a knot of fear tightens in her gut; this isn’t prophecy, it’s a gamble. She inhales damp air, tastes iron and ash, she knows this is the only way to convince them that God has sent her. She makes her choice.

“Ready,” she says, voice barely above the wind. The commanders exchange doubtful glances, then nod.

At her signal, trumpets sound. French lances surge forward, the ground shuddering under hooves. Within moments, chaos: a sergeant’s cry, “Lieutenant! At my side!” A wounded soldier clutches her cuirass, eyes glazed. “Joan… help me…” His plea lodges in his throat, raw and human.

She hesitates. Save one man or press the assault? Her gauntlet sweats; the banner’s weight snaps against wood. Determination flares. “Onward!” she shouts.

The line falters under English arrow storm from the flank. Heads crack, armor dents, men fall screaming in the mud. The Bastille de Saint-Loup looms ahead, its defenders steel‑bright and grim. As French ranks splinter, Joan reels, heart pounding, lungs burning, but she spots a riderless destrier slipping from the fray. She vaults onto its back, the beast lurching beneath her.

Holding her white banner high, she shouts” In the Name of God!”. Over and over, until she is hoarse. Around her, the tide reverses: a grizzled veteran pauses mid‑step, mouth half‑open, then mutters, “I thought her white banner was a beacon, or a curse, ’til it turned the tide.” His wonder carries through the line, and fresh courage surges.

By dusk, the walls shudder as the gate gives way. In the commanders’ tent, Dunois leans forward, finger tracing spilled ink on the map. “Do we press on?” he asks.

Joan’s gaze drifts to the flickering lanterns, to the smoky rafters above. She tastes dust and sweat. “I…” She falters, recalling the wounded soldier’s plea, the frantic trumpet, the ache of uncertainty. Finally: “We follow the best path we have: faith in our men, in ourselves, in Him.”

Silence settles, not holy hush but the weight of decision. Even her allies regard her with wary respect: a peasant girl whose courage feels both gift and burden.

That night, she kneels on cold planks, mud crusted beneath her ribs. The saints have quieted to a dull thrum. She rubs her collarbone where the cuirass chafes, questions flutter: Was this her own will or something more? Her fingers brush the crude cross at her throat, a reminder that every step forward is both choice and calling. Soon, Orléans stands free, or falls, and Joan must own the path she carved.

###

The cell’s damp cold settles into Joan’s bones. Water drips from a fissure overhead, each plip echoing in the tight stone circle. Behind her, rats scratch the mortar; the damp seeps through her thin tunic, clinging to chilled skin. Iron shackles bite into her wrists where banners once sat easy.

Eight guards in patched tabards shift at the bars, their lanterns throwing long shadows. Through the narrow window, bells toll for mass, promised to her, yet never granted.

Bishop Cauchon strides in, his crimson robe whispering across the flagstones. He smiles, measuring her from eye to shivering toe. “You’re far too interesting to burn without extracting every last secret,” he coos. Then, voice shifting: “Refuse me, and I’ll see you roasted in common witchcraft; and I’ll enjoy the show.”

Joan lifts her chin, breath catching on the rasp of her own voice. “You promised me a woman’s ward, female guards, mass… and these chains off my wrists.”

He arches an eyebrow. “Promises change with convenience.” He steps closer, ring glinting. “Have your voices spoken since, after, you signed that confession?”

Three days ago, under the torch’s glare, she’d signed away her visions to save her skin. “Yes,” she admits, throat tight and dry. “Did He hear that lie?” she thinks. In the hollow silence, the old certainty returns, not thunderous, but an insistence that she erred.

Cauchon’s lips curve. “Ah. So you still fancy yourself the Lord’s mouthpiece?”

Her pulse pounds in her ears. The cell’s drip sounds louder. She swallows, the metal collar chafing her neck. “I’d rather die than deny Him again.”

He inclines his head, mock solemn. “Very well. You’re relapsed. Tomorrow, the English will claim your body and scatter your ashes. No relics, no legends, just coals on the Seine.”

Outside her thin walls, the wind howls against Rouen’s stones. She presses her back to the cold bricks, the voices inside her stirring, neither comfort nor torment but both. One part of her clings to each breath as a choice; faith or her own stubborn will. And in that tight, dripping dark, Joan knows the final act is hers.

###

The scrape of Joan’s moldy sandals on the cobblestones echoes in her ears as she steps into Rouen’s Vieux‑Marché. Tears sting her eyes, not from pain, but from dread. The spring air is cool, and each breath feels borrowed.

Around her, English soldiers heft heavy timbers. Their faces are set, but one youth’s hand trembles as he aligns a beam for the pyre. Behind him, the crowd shifts uneasily, some avert their gaze, others press forward, curiosity and pity warring in their expressions.

Joan walks between her guards with measured dignity. Her coarse leggings and tunic hang loose on her wasted frame; each ragged fold reminds her of what she’s left behind. The sentence is read aloud in clipped Latin no one else understands: heresy, schism, idolatry, demon worship. Joan’s eyes stay fixed on the wavering flame of a single torch.

Soldiers bind her wrists to the pillar’s rough surface. The ropes cut into her skin, and for a moment she hesitates: “Is this my choice, or a destiny forced upon me?” She presses her cheek to the cold, feeling its grain beneath tears.

An older soldier, gaunt and silent until now, steps forward clutching a crude cross he’s fashioned from broken sticks. His fingers are stained with ash and sweat. “Here,” he murmurs, voice low. Joan accepts it, fingers brushing his in an accidental spark of human connection. She kisses the cross, throat tight.

When the executioner approaches with a torch, she does not plead or rail. Her voice is barely above the crackle of kindling: “He knows my heart.” It’s neither boast nor prayer, but a last fragile confession.

As flames lick the pyre’s base, Joan closes her eyes. The heat presses against her face, and she thinks of fields left behind, of voices that once guided her, now silent. Some in the crowd cross themselves; others drop to their knees. But none can name the feeling that grips them. Joan is last seen muttering the words “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus” before the flames and smoke take her.

Later, when the pyre has burned low, soldiers gather the ashes. In the Seine’s current, cinders float downstream and blur into dusk, neither triumph nor tragedy, but something in between, carried onward by wind and water, leaving each to reckon with what remains.

Joan of Arc died May 30th, 1431, at age 19, 71 miles northwest of Paris.

######

Joan of Arc's journey began in innocence, a peasant girl tending hearth and home in Domrémy, existing in the protected but limited space society allowed her. When her saints first called, they disturbed this simple harmony, presenting her with a profound choice: remain in safety or risk everything for a truth that burned within.

Her initial hesitation revealed the depth of her internal conflict. The familiar world offered security but demanded she deny her deepest knowing. By embracing her visions despite warnings of pride or devilry, Joan performed her first act of courage: trusting her inner truth above external authority.

Leaving home marked her severance from protection. Each step away from Domrémy's familiar paths was a step toward self-sovereignty, trading dependence for the burden of purpose. This departure required more than physical courage; it demanded she reject the very framework that had defined her existence.

When Joan cut her hair and donned soldier's garb, she shed the confines and protections of prescribed femininity. The transformation was both practical and symbolic, an outward manifestation of her evolving consciousness. Though armor chafed and boots pinched, these discomforts represented liberation from old constraints, allowing her true strength to emerge.

At Orléans, Joan confronted the responsibility of leadership. Hesitating briefly before charging forward, she experienced the weight of decisions that risked others' lives. Here, conviction transformed from private belief to public action, bringing both inspiration and isolation. Her banner raised high revealed that authentic leadership flows not from dominance but from embodied truth.

Her imprisonment presented Joan's greatest test. In Rouen's cell, with her voices dimmed to whispers, she confronted her mortality. Her momentary surrender and signature on a confession revealed her humanity, the flickering doubt that accompanies even the most steadfast heart. Yet when pressed to permanently renounce her truth, Joan reclaimed her integrity, choosing death over compromise.

As flames engulfed her at the stake, Joan completed her transformation. The girl who once feared speaking her truth now proclaimed it with her very life, transcending fear not through absence of terror but through courage that encompassed it. Her ashes scattered on the Seine represented the dissolution of her individual self into something eternal, a soul fully realized through surrender to its highest calling.

## Review of the Deaths

### Mata Hari & Diana: The Price of Performance

Mata Hari and Princess Diana navigated patriarchal systems through opposing yet parallel performances: one wielding exotic allure, the other calculated vulnerability. Both strategies transformed disadvantage into influence, but neither delivered true freedom.

Mata Hari's carefully crafted persona played into male fantasies, turning her body into currency as she traded secrets and sexuality for power. Diana, meanwhile, staged emotional openness as the "Queen of Hearts," transforming personal pain into public appeal through AIDS patient embraces and candid confessions about her struggles. Where Mata Hari leveraged mystery, Diana deployed transparency; opposite methods serving identical purposes.

Both women ultimately confused exposure with empowerment. Their strategies, whether Mata Hari's covert seduction or Diana's strategic vulnerability, relied on revealing intimate aspects of themselves to control other’s perception. Yet this control remained illusory; neither escaped the systems exploiting them. Their performances merely negotiated slightly better positions within rigid structures.

Their shared legacy reveals a bitter truth: systems rewarding women's performance rarely permit transformation. Their temporary influence only deepened reliance on the very structures they sought to navigate. Both disappeared behind imposed identities, the seductive spy and the wounded princess, proving that genuine agency requires more than skillful role-playing. It demands dismantling the stage itself.

### Joan of Arc & Diana: The Courage of Conviction and Cost of Compromise

Joan of Arc and Princess Diana represent contrasting approaches to moral authority. Joan's power stemmed from unshakable inner conviction, a teenage peasant who transcended her era's limitations through inspired certainty. Her armor symbolized sacred purpose rather than rebellion. This unwavering faith led her to abandon family, lead armies, and ultimately embrace martyrdom because her inner truth mattered more than survival.

Yet Joan's conviction came at a profound cost: isolation. Her refusal to compromise alienated potential allies and left her standing alone against powerful institutions. The purity of her conviction made connection with others nearly impossible; a lonely path few could follow.

Diana, conversely, operated within inherited duty's constraints. Her genuine compassion remained tethered to royal expectations and public performance. Where Joan rejected societal rules outright, Diana navigated within them, often mistaking visibility for freedom. Her vulnerability, wielded as a weapon against royal coldness, ultimately trapped her in an endless cycle of seeking external validation.

Their divergent approaches highlight a fundamental tension in human agency. Joan's courage to define her own truth demanded complete sacrifice, including meaningful human connection. Diana's struggle to reveal her authentic self while maintaining public approval meant constantly compromising her voice to meet others' expectations.

One reminds us that moral authority begins with absolute faith in oneself; the other cautions that well-intentioned defiance can become another form of imprisonment when dependent on public perceptions. Joan's path transformed the world but at unimaginable personal cost; Diana's path offered connection but surrendered autonomy.

### Joan of Arc & Mata Hari: Conviction's Flame vs. Survival's Mirage

Joan of Arc and Mata Hari embodied opposing responses to oppression. Joan's power flowed from unshakable conviction; a divine certainty that transcended her era's limitations. She wore armor not as disguise but as expression of sacred purpose, making choices guided by unwavering faith rather than self-preservation. Even facing death, she remained His messenger first.

Mata Hari instead wielded meticulous artifice. She transformed her identity into a commodity, her moral code flexible as she navigated a hostile world through seduction and deception. Where Joan's armor proclaimed truth, Mata Hari's silks concealed it, using men's fantasies as tools for survival in a system designed against her.

Their approaches to agency reveal a fundamental tension: Joan found freedom through absolute commitment to principles, while Mata Hari sought it through strategic adaptability. Yet Joan's rigidity isolated her from human connection, while Mata Hari's flexibility ultimately trapped her within the very systems she manipulated.

One woman's uncompromising stance created lasting moral authority that challenged power itself. The other's tactical compromises secured temporary advantage at the cost of authentic self-expression. Joan's legacy demonstrates that moral clarity, even at tremendous personal cost, transforms collective possibilities. Mata Hari's story suggests that survival-driven flexibility, though pragmatic, risks dissolving the self it aims to protect.

The contrast illuminates a central paradox: conviction provides genuine agency but demands great sacrifice; adaptability offers immediate survival but can erode identity. Joan's unwavering faith redefined what women could be across centuries; Mata Hari's resourcefulness showed what women could accomplish under duress; yet only Joan's approach left an enduring example beyond her lifetime.

### Joan of Arc, Mata Hari & Diana: Moral Strategies in Hostile Systems

Joan of Arc, Mata Hari, and Princess Diana each forged unique paths in societies designed to control women. Their approaches to agency reveal truths about power, authenticity, and survival.

Joan's power came from unyielding faith and conviction. As a peasant girl claiming divine mission, she transformed gender limitations into spiritual armor, leading with certainty rooted in higher truth. She showed that challenging broken systems demands tremendous sacrifice but offers the possibility of genuine transformation.

Mata Hari built her influence on carefully crafted mystique, turning exotic allure into a tool and using male desire for leverage. Her strategic shapeshifting provided temporary advantage, but at devastating cost: Margaretha Zelle gradually disappeared behind her own creation, sacrificing authentic selfhood for survival.

Diana navigated with genuine compassion and calculated vulnerability. As the "People's Princess," she connected by revealing both warmth and wounds. Her openness won hearts but locked her into dependency on public validation, demonstrating how even sincere emotion becomes a trap when boundaries dissolve.

Their deaths revealed the true cost of their choices. Joan's execution transformed steadfast conviction into lasting moral authority; her refusal to compromise eventually elevated her from deeply controversial figure to literal saint. Mata Hari faced the firing squad with controlled performance until the end, yet her carefully crafted survival strategy ultimately condemned her. Diana's fatal pursuit by media she both welcomed and feared captured her life's central contradiction: vulnerability without boundaries creates inescapable dependencies.

These women's stories reveal that true agency demands conviction above all else. While Joan's path required extreme isolation and martyrdom, it alone created lasting transformation. Tactical flexibility and strategic vulnerability offered temporary advantages to Mata Hari and Diana but ultimately reinforced the very systems they sought to navigate.

The revolutionary choice, then, is anchoring in unshakable inner conviction despite its costs. Integrity isn't about perfection, it's about remaining faithful to what matters most, especially when this stance demands profound sacrifice. Though Joan's path required surrendering human connection and ultimately life itself, only her approach broke free from the performance trap that consumed both Mata Hari and Diana.

In systems designed to control, conviction is the foundation for agency. The hard lesson from these three extraordinary women is that while flexibility and vulnerability may ease immediate survival, only unwavering faith and inner conviction, despite its terrible price, offers the possibility of real freedom.



Deathbed Ballads

When I was a little kid, I had some recordings of the Dr. Demento Show that I listened to a great many times. Dr. Demento is a radio (and in recent years, internet) DJ who specialized in parody and novelty songs. Among other things, he’s widely credited with having a key role in bringing “Weird Al” Yankovic to national attention.

Two of the songs on the tape caught my attention for how thematically and structurally similar they were. Each song featured a framing device of the narrator attending someone’s deathbed, hearing the dying man give a speech in which he proclaimed his final requests. The meat of the song was a verbatim recounting of the dying man’s speech. Both of these songs framed the material seriously in broad strokes, but irreverently and absurdly in the details.

Later, as an adult, I came across other songs which followed similar formats, but were serious from beginning to end. The songs I’d heard from Dr. Demento were parodying a long-established mini-genre, it seemed.  I did a bit of digging and found that this mini-genre is conventionally attributed to a tree of variants and derivative works of a single song, The Unfortunate Lad, although some recent scholarship disputes major aspects of this interpretation. The Roud Folk Song Index assigns the song an index of 2 and catalogues 425 published references of it, not counting variants outside of the Roud Index’s scope nor variants that are different enough to have their own entries. The very low index number (2 out of 25,000) doesn’t mean it’s the second-most-important or influential English-language folk song archetype, but it does indicate that it’s up there.

I will not be attempting to review all 425+ variants, nor am I attempting to rigorously and comprehensively trace the evolution of the songs. Instead, I will be focusing on a selection of songs chosen to include major variations of four or five of the most important variations along with a few more that have happened to catch my interest. I’ll try to follow the general sweep of the history of these songs as I understand from what I know of the literature supplemented by some perhaps-original analysis, and give my subjective impressions and ad hoc analysis of each individual song I’m looking at.

I will also give some thoughts on the mini-genre as a whole, trying to offer some ideas as to why I find it compelling enough to write several thousand words about and perhaps why others find it compelling enough to write and perform so many variations and derivative works.

Bury Me in My Shades

I’ll begin with my first exposure to these songs, Shel Silverstein’s Bury Me in My Shades (1962). Silverstein is probably best known today as a beloved author of poems and stories for children, but this was only one facet of the man and his career. He also had a notable career writing articles and drawing cartoons for Playboy and other magazines and another career as a singer and songwriter. Some songs he wrote for other, better-known performers, most notably Johnny Cash: Silverstein wrote Cash’s famous “A Boy Named Sue”, for which both Cash and Silverstein won Grammy awards in 1970. Other songs, he performed himself. His songs were generally characterized by a similar whimsical absurdism as his childrens’ poems. Some of them were straightforward musical adaptations of those poems. More of his songs applied that whimsical absurdism to “mature” themes, some drawn from his own very colorful personal life and others serving as satirical commentary on politics or culture. It can be jarring for people of my generation who grew up reading Where the Sidewalk Ends to hear the same man singing songs like I Saw Polly in a Porny or I Got Stoned and I Missed It, on the same album as a musical adaptation of Sarah Cynthia Sylvia Stout Would Not Take the Garbage Out.
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Bury Me in My Shades is one of his songs, satirizing the libertine Beatnik (proto-Hippie) culture of which he was a participant. The narrator of the song recounts how he and other “junkies and loners and coffee shop owners” gathered around as “the last of the hipsters [1] lay dying”.

The narrator then quotes the dying man as he dictates how his meagre possessions should be disposed of. Some bequests carry homey nostalgic overtones:


Send my sandals home to Mom

Hang my T-shirt away



Others show charitable, or at least sharing, impulses:


Give my pad to some needy lad

And tell him the rent is all paid



Another stanza, instructing them to “Give my Brooklyn chicks away, to any chap who needs them”, could also be chalked up to charitable impulses, but it’s also jarring in how it seems to imply a women-as-property attitude: presumably the Brooklyn chicks would have some say in whom they date after the Hipster passes. I hope my discomfort here is the intended result of deliberate satire on Silverstein’s part.

Yet other bequests indicate regret for unfulfilled potential:


Burn my guitar in Washington Squar',

'Cause I never learned how to play



Or unrecognized accomplishment:


Give all of my poems away

To anyone who'll read 'em



The dying hipster also gives instructions for his funeral:


Dig me a grave 'neath the coffeeshop

And let a sad folk song be played

Get everyone high on the moment I die

But bury me in my shades



That last line, the title of the song, is repeated at the end of each verse and multiple times in the chorus, making the Hipster’s most emphasized request that he wants to be buried in his shades. We are told in the intro that he was wearing his shades on his deathbed, “so like no one could tell, like whether or not he was crying”.

Sadly for the Hipster, the narrator and the other deathbed associates prove less than faithful to his wishes, as the narrator recounts in the final verse:


We threw his sandals out in the hall

We left his T-shirt lay

We sold his guitar at the corner bar

To someone who knew how to play

We smoked all his stash

And spent all his cash

And threw all his poems away

And Bob got his records and Ed got his books

And I got the poor beatnik’s shades



Musically, the song follows a folk song pattern, but with a syncopated rhythm [2]. The song uses a very loose variant of Ballad Meter, which as its name implies is commonly used in folk ballads. Ballad Meter is closely related to Common Meter (alternating lines of iambic tetrameter and iambic trimeter, recognizable by the test of “Can you sing it to the tune of Amazing Grace or the Gilligan’s Island Theme Song”), but is less regular and may insert additional unstressed syllables.

Silverstein takes the irregularity a step further and often starts lines spoken by the Hipster with a stressed syllable, making his lines trochaic or dactyl instead. This gives them a sense of emphasis and urgency, and also is useful in distinguishing the narrator’s words from those of the Hipster, similarly to how in Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham, the protagonist speaks in iambic meter and Sam-I-Am speak in dactyl.

Like many of Silverstein’s other songs, Bury Me in My Shades is silly, but also clever and rather sad. I’ve always liked it, and I don’t think I would have gone down this rabbit hole had Shades not engaged my attention as strongly as it did. Silverstein uses his usual singing style, which is goofily bombastic and rather rough. This emphasizes the silliness and undermines the tragedy of the situation, but also (through careful enunciation) makes sure the lyrics are understood and can be considered by the listener.

The satirical message can be understood as a cautionary tale. The Hipster seems to be regretting what he has failed to pursue and accomplish. He's looking for solace in his community and hoping to accomplish one or two last things in his final requests, only to be betrayed by that same community. The junkies and loners did nearly the opposite of what he wanted, turning his life and death into a mere footnote apart from the song itself.

Rating: 7/10, recommended



Tie Me Kangaroo Down, Sport

The other Dr. Demento song that got me started was Rolf Harris’s song Tie Me Kangaroo Down, Sport. Rolf Harris was a popular Australian children’s entertainer, famous as the host of Rolf Harris Cartoon Time (1979–1989) and Rolf Cartoon Club (1989–1993). In 2014, Harris was convicted of multiple counts involving sexual abuse and child pornography.
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Kangaroo has had enough perennial popularity to have been covered by a number of other singers, most notably The Beatles (c. 1963) during a joint appearance with Harris in a TV special. It also appeared in a 2000 album by the modern children’s music group “The Wiggles”. While Harris wrote it in 1957, five years before Shades, it didn’t catch on outside of Australia until a few years later (1960 in the UK and 1963 in the US), making the songs roughly contemporary.

The events described in Kangaroo follow pretty closely the same story structure as Shades, but with “An old Australian Stockman” taking the place of the “Last of the Hipsters”, attended by “his mates” and giving them his final requests which are recounted by the narrator.

These requests are almost all instructions given to one or another of his mates about what to do with various Australian animals in his care. Various friends are told to tie down his kangaroo, watch his wallabies feed (because “they’re a dangerous breed”), keep his cockatoo cool, and take his koala back (“he lives somewhere out on the track”). Most of these instructions make little actual sense, serving merely to provide amusing imagery and a bit of clever wordplay. Probably the cleverest is this one:


Mind me platypus duck, Bill

Mind me platypus duck

Ah, don't let 'im go running amok, Bill



There’s also one verse, present in the original version and now generally omitted, which casually makes the shocking revelation that the Stockman apparently keeps Australian natives as slaves, but is now instructing his friend Lou to “let [them] go loose” because “they’re of no further use”.

The last two verses have the Stockman telling his friend Blue to “play your didgeridoo” while he passes, and giving Fred the unorthodox funeral instruction to “tan me hide when I’m dead”. As in Shades, the song closes with the narrator describing the outcome of the Stockman’s requests. This part is much briefer than in Shades, and Fred at least heeds the Stockman’s instructions better than the Hipster’s associates did:


So we tanned his hide when he died, Clyde

And that's it hangin' on the shed!



The song is very simple and repetitive, with most verses consisting of a single line repeated three or four times with minor variations and interjections. Similarly to Shades, it alternates between iambic meter when in the narrator’s voice and trochaic when in the Stockman’s.

The music is cheerful, upbeat, and fast-tempoed, inspired by Harry Belafonte’s calypso music which was just then becoming extremely popular. To my ears, the fast, regular beat mixed with the tightly-rhymed lyrics remind me of a comic opera “Patter Song”, such as Gilbert and Sullivan’s Modern Major General from The Pirates of Penzance.

The lyrics are inspired by a much older (first collected in 1905) Australian folk song The Dying Stockman, which is listed in the Roud Index as Roud No. 7994, separately from The Unfortunate Lad, despite thematic similarities. I will not be analyzing The Dying Stockman in detail, except to say that Kangaroo has a number of similarities to Shades (already mentioned) and other songs I’ll be reviewing that Stockman lacks. It’s my suspicion that the intro was the main part of Dying Stockman from which Harris took inspiration while the rest was a mix of Harris’s original work and the Unfortunate Lad tradition.

Kangaroo is a fun and enjoyable song, but not in any way a deep one. I used to rather like it, but less so than Shades and several of the other songs I’m reviewing, and learning of Harris’s crimes has rendered it thoroughly unenjoyable for me.

Rating: 5/10, fun but lacking substance.

The Streets of Laredo

Now we move on from parodies to serious songs, and from songs that are included in the review because of their significance to my own history of discovering this mini-genre, to songs that are significant more objectively and generally to the genre’s history.

The Streets of Laredo is an American traditional cowboy ballad. It has its own Roud Index number (23650, with 337 recorded references), almost as many as The Unfortunate Lad has directly. Its origin and authorship are uncertain, but it’s old enough to be attested in Cecil J. Sharp’s collection of folk music (compiled 1889-1923) as The Western Cow Boy [sic]. It’s been covered by a great many artists over the years, including Johnny Cash, Marty Robbins, and Arlo Gunthrie. I will be focusing on Cash’s version (1965), since that is the one I’m most familiar with.
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This song, too, follows the now-familiar story structure of the narrator arriving at a man’s deathbed, witnessing his dying speech which is recounted in the song and consists mainly of last requests, and concludes with the narrator telling how those requests were honored. Unlike Shades or Kangaroo, where the narrator is a long-time friend or associate of the dying man, the narrator of Laredo is a chance-met companion who hears and heeds the speech as an act of charity to a stranger. Cash’s version and many others start with the story of the chance meeting with “a poor cowboy wrapped in white linen [...] as cold as the clay”. The cowboy addresses the narrator, announcing that “I see by your outfit that you are a cowboy” and inviting him to “sit down beside me and hear my sad story”. The Cowboy recounts how he used to live a dashing life of riding, gambling, and frequenting “Rose’s” (which might be either a tavern or a brothel) before being “shot in the breast” and mortally wounded.The next three verses contain the cowboy’s dying requests. Two verses of these concern his funeral arrangements:


Get six jolly cowboys to carry my coffin.

Six dance-hall maidens to bear up my pall.

Throw bunches of roses all over my coffin.

Roses to deaden the clods as they fall.

Then beat the drum slowly, play the fife lowly. [3]

Play the dead march as you carry me along.

Take me to the green valley, lay the sod over me,

I’m a young cowboy and I know I’ve done wrong.



And the next verse instructs the narrator to write a letter to the Cowboy’s mother informing her of his passing. It closes by cautioning the narrator thus:


But please not one word of the man who had killed me.

Don’t mention his name and his name will pass on.



This can be read two different ways. It may be intended to treat the Cowboy’s killer to Damnatio Memoriae [4], or it might be the Cowboy renouncing thoughts of being avenged, forgiving his killer, and focusing on his own shortcomings. I quite like the latter for its own sake, and moreover I am tempted to endorse it for the sake of drawing parallels between the Cowboy’s killer’s fate in Laredo and the Hipster’s own fate in Shades. But the themes of Laredo seem to cut towards the other interpretation, with the repeated line that “I’m a young cowboy and I know I’ve done wrong” and the subtext that the Cowboy seems to be presenting his death as a cautionary tale for the narrator’s benefit, which the narrator is taking to heart.

The second to last verse describes the Cowboy passing away around sunset as he finishes his tale, the streets also growing “as cold as the clay”, and then the narrator and some unnamed companions (implied by the use of the pronoun “we” without elaboration) carry out the Cowboy’s funeral arrangements precisely as requested, with the final verse being a reprise of the middle verse, identical except for substituting pronouns:


We beat the drum slowly and played the Fife lowly,

Played the dead march as we carried him along.

Down in the green valley, laid the sod o’er him.

He was a young cowboy and he said he’d done wrong.



The meter of the song follows a similar Ballad Form structure to Shades, but is adhered to much more closely and applied more regularly than Silverstein did. The minor Jazz and Blues influences of Shades are absent, for the obvious reason that Laredo predates either genre and comes from a separate musical tradition. The iambic/trochaic switch-up employed by both Silverstein and Harris is almost entirely absent in Laredo.

Notably, the chord progression of Laredo is almost identical to that of Shades, once you adjust for transposition of keys.

About half of the earliest versions in the Roud Index seem to contain some variation of the framing story of the chance meeting. The other half starts cold with what in Cash’s and Robbins’s versions is the third verse, beginning “It was once in the saddle, I used to go dashing” or something very much like it. The first Roud Index record with a framing story (the second record of the song archetype overall) is from 1929 and begins identically with “As I walked out on the streets of Laredo”, but there are also several other versions from the 1930s which set the framing story in other locations, most often “Tom Sherman’s barroom”, “Lathian’s barroom”, or minor variants thereof. By the mid-20th century, the version with the Laredo framing story appears to have been very firmly established.

Marty Robbins’s version (1960, five years prior to Cash’s) has fewer verses, omitting the instructions to inform the Cowboy’s mother and the “Six jolly cowboys” verse of the funeral instructions, while the “play the drum slowly” verse is used as a chorus rather than as a reprised verse. The verse describing the Cowboy’s death is similar, but has the notable difference that it occurs as the narrator is fetching him a glass of water, not at dusk with the narrator present.

The oldest version I can find in full is a recording by Dick Devall, released in a CD compilation published in 1996 [5] of African American music of the 1920s and 1930s, apparently recorded in 1929 [6]. I couldn’t find this recording in the Roud Index, although I did find a different recording by Devall there dated 1946. Devall’s rendition takes place in “Tom Sherman’s barroom” rather than Laredo, and largely follows the same structure as Robbins’s later rendition with the “play the drum slowly” verse as chorus. The verse about bearing news to the Cowboy’s mother, present in Cash’s version and absent in Robbins’s, is also present here in recognizable but modified form. The most significant change is saying “Don’t forget a word that I’ve told you” where Cash’s Cowboy said “But please not one word of the man who had killed me.” Devall uses a very loosely related melody for the song, which unlike that used by Cash or Robbins is syncopated in a similar pattern to the one Silverstein uses in Shades.

Overall, this is a beautiful song with effective and tragic imagery.

Rating: 10/10, no notes, for Cash’s version; 8/10, strongly recommended, for Robbins’s version; 6/10, recommended with reservations, for Devall’s version.

As a minor additional note, there are at least two direct parodies on Laredo which I think are worth mentioning in passing. One, performed in very similar form by the Smothers Brothers and the Kingston Trio c. 1961-2 (not sure which originated the bit, or if both were drawing on a third source), performs the first verse and the first line of the second verse identically to the standard form, but changes the second verse thus:


Singer 1: “I see by your outfit that you are a cowboy”

Singer 2: “I see by your outfit you are a cowboy, too.”

In unison: “We see by our outfits that we are both cowboys. If you get an outfit, you can be a cowboy, too.”



The song ends there.

Also in 1962, Alan Sherman released The Streets of Miami, which takes the tune of Laredo and substitutes lyrics about two New York lawyers visiting Miami for a working vacation, where the narrator gets into an argument with his partner over their expense accounts. This escalates into a Western-movie-style duel at High Noon where the narrator kills his partner and is allowed to escape back to New York. The final verse, sung in a minor key (an innovation of Sherman’s), is a tale of regret at being exiled to the icy wastes of New York for his crimes, finishing on a note of envy for his later partner whom he presumes to be in a Heaven that resembles the luxury hotel whose bill triggered the quarrel.



The Unfortunate Lad

Next, we look back to the long-promised ancestral song, The Unfortunate Lad, Roud Index No. 2. Even more so than Laredo, this song’s origins are lost in the mists of time. It has quite the variety of titles associated with it. “Lad” is sometimes replaced with “Lass” or “Girl” or “Soldier” or “Sailor”, depending on the identity of the dying person upon whom the song is centered. It’s also referred to (like Laredo being called The Cowboy’s Lament) as something like The Sailor’s Lament or A Young Girl Cut Down in Her Prime, in either case with other subjects variously substituted. It’s also given various titles derived from its opening lines or from its location. But Unfortunate Lad seems to be the best-attested form, as of the latter half of the 19th century when the record starts becoming clear.

There seem to be two competing interpretations of the song’s origin [7]. The conventional view is that The Unfortunate Rake is the older version of the song, dating back to Ireland in the early 19th century or before. At least one recent publication [8] claims to trace it to a c. 1800 Irish broadsheet called The Buck’s Elegy or The Buck’s Lament, which I will treat separately. Another recent publication [9] argues that the conventional view is badly mistaken, with many load-bearing pieces of evidence for the narrative being very old mistakes or speculation that have been uncritically accepted in the meantime. In particular, Jenkins and others have argued that The Unfortunate Rake, as a variant of The Unfortunate Lad, is a mid-20th century phenomenon inadvertently created by careless folklorists who came across older references to an unrelated Irish ballad, which coincidentally had a similar title to The Unfortunate Lad and, lacking detail about the song’s contents, assumed it to be an earlier form of the same song. Those assumptions fed back into popular culture because musicians informed by the folklorists’ conclusions started performing variations of the song under what they thought was the “original” title.

The oldest clearly-attested and unambiguously identifiable versions of the song date from English publications c. 1864, titled The Unfortunate Lad. I’ll be primarily analyzing one of these, a broadsheet ballad published by H. P. Such of London [10].

The narrative structure of the song is virtually identical to the first three quarters of the pattern of Shades, Kangaroo, and Laredo: the narrator is recounting a visit to the bedside of a dying man, reciting a verbatim account of that man’s dying speech. Like all three, a large part of that speech concerns funeral arrangements. The song ends there, omitting the final return to the framing story which details how the narrator and his companions honored the dying man’s request.

The dying man is encountered in a “lock hospital”, i.e. one dedicated to the treatment and quarantine of odious diseases. Karen Heath’s commentary on the song [11] explains that the original Lock Hospital was a 17th century institution in London for treating leprosy, but by the mid 19th century the term had shifted, referring instead to similar institutions targeted at sexually transmitted infection [12]. Unlike the Hipster from Shades or the Stockman from Kangaroo, whose causes of death were obscure, or the Cowboy from Laredo, who was mortally wounded in a gunfight, the titular Unfortunate Lad was most likely dying of syphilis. This implication is confirmed in the chorus, when the Lad laments his lover’s failure to tell him she’d infected him in time for him to take “salts and pills of white mercury”, which at the time were the standard treatment for syphilis. Evidence for its effectiveness is spotty at best, but at the time there was no clearly effective treatment and mercury was prescribed out of desperation.

The Lad is described as being “wrapped in white flannel”, nearly identical to how the Cowboy was “wrapped in white linen”. Like the Hipster and the Stockman but unlike the Cowboy, the Lad is not a stranger to the narrator, but rather the narrator’s “own dear comrade”. In the second and third verses, the Lad tells the narrator how he came to be “injured and sadly disordered” by his sweetheart and goes on to lament failing to heed his father’s chidings against the Lad’s “wicked ways”.

The last three verses give the funeral instructions. The first of these verses is nearly the same as would later appear in Cash’s rendition of Laredo. The six men and women who are to carry the coffin and pall are “jolly fellows” instead of “jolly cowboys” and “pretty maidens” instead of “dance hall girls”. The bunches of roses are given to the maidens so “That they may not smell me as they go along” instead of piled on the coffin. The next verse says to pile lavender and roses on and around the coffin and instructs them to say “here goes a young man cut down in his prime.” And the final verse is recognizably the forerunner of the chorus of Laredo:


Muffle your drums, play your pipes merrily,

Play the dead march as you go along,

And fire your guns right over my coffin,

There goes an unfortunate lad to his home.



There are a number of modern renditions that use the same tune Cash and Robbins used for Laredo, but we have no idea what tune was used in the 19th century. This was an example of a “Broadsheet Ballad”, a common publication format at the time that contained lyrics but no music. The metrical form of a ballad, as I alluded to in my discussion of Shades, was and is standardized enough that any ballad that follows the form can be sung, with relatively minor modifications, to any ballad tune. The most regular sub-form, Common Meter, allows the lyrics of such diverse songs as Amazing Grace, The House of the Rising Sun, Oh Little Town of Bethlehem, and the theme song from Gilligan’s Island to be sung to one another’s tunes without modification. The modern Laredo tune is borrowed from the otherwise unrelated traditional Irish ballad The Bard of Armagh.

Cecil Sharp’s handwritten notes, published in the Roud Index, do contain a fragment of sheet music for a 1904 version of Lad, under the title Sailor Cut Down In His Prime, along with Sharp’s note that the tune is the same as that of Henry Martin, a traditional Scottish ballad. This tune appears to be unrelated to the Bard of Armagh and as far as I know, we have no particular reason to think Henry Martin was a standard or even a common tune for Lad and its variants.

Rating: Incomplete, since we literally have no notes, making it hard to grade this as a song. Judging on the words alone, it’s not as tightly written a piece as its later Laredo incarnation. In particular, the morality tale aspects are too heavy-handed, the tone of resentment towards the “young woman” from whom the Lad caught the disease (while understandable) is less sympathetic than the Cowboy’s attitude of coming to peace with his demise, and I prefer the Laredo version of the imagery of the funeral verses.



The Buck’s Elegy

This is another broadsheet ballad, undated but probably from around 1800, about 60 years before the earliest known extant version of The Unfortunate Lad. As I’ve already mentioned, Bishop and Roud identify this as an early form of Lad, and Karen Heath is inclined to agree [14]. I am also inclined to concur with this assessment: Buck fits the pattern of Lad almost exactly, with only details changed. As with Lad, the narrator meets an old friend, here “my dearest comrade”, wrapped in flannel, although the color is unspecified and the meeting place is Covent Garden, now a touristy shopping district in central London, but then a notorious den of prostitution. The Comrade, like the Lad, wishes he had discovered his disease in time to treat it with white mercury, but doesn’t blame a particular woman for failing to tell him, nor does he include a verse about disregarding cautions against his wicked ways. In the third verse, the Comrade instructs the doctors to discontinue treatment as he prepares to die.

The last three verses, like Lad, concern funeral arrangements. The first of these three verses has no direct parallel:


When I am dead, wrap me up in funeral fine,

Pinks and fine roses adorning my head,

Come all gallows whores that do mourn after me,

Let them all follow me unto my grave.



The next two are much closer to their counterparts in Lad and Laredo. The six men carrying the coffin are replaced with two named captains to serve as pallbearers, and I suppose the “gallows whores” of the previous verse could be seen as the forerunners of the “pretty maidens” or “dancing girls” who would bear up the pall. And like Lad, he instructs a gun salute over his coffin. The “beat the drums” verse is also present in embryo:


Come bumble your drums, bumble them with crapes [sic] of black,

Beat the dead march as we go along.

Come draw up your merry men, draw them in rank and file,

Let them fire over me when I lay low.



Rating: Also incomplete, due to the same lack of notes. I slightly prefer it to Lad overall. Lad does improve on the funeral imagery, but I think Buck does a better job of conveying the same cautionary message without being quite so ham fisted about it.



St. James Infirmary Blues and Gambler’s Blues

Prior to The Unfortunate Lad, the trail gets murky. Before The Buck’s Elegy, it goes cold entirely [15], so we will proceed forward in time once more. Starting in the early 20th century, references to songs with titles like St. James Hospital or St. James Infirmary start showing up in folklore and folk song collections, including the same Cecil Sharp collection where The Streets of Laredo first definitively appeared. Many of these are categorized by the Roud Index as variants of either Lad or Laredo. Sharp lists St. James Hospital both as a variant of Lad and as an alternate title for Laredo. Heath (Ibid) notes, and the Roud Index confirms, that the early St. James versions are almost exclusively collected in the US or Canada, while the non-St. James versions of Lad are mostly British.

In the 1920s, a cluster of related Blues songs started showing up in the repertoires of several Jazz and Blues singers called Gambler’s Blues or St. James Infirmary (Ibid). The later title, or the minor variant St. James Infirmary Blues very quickly became standard. The former was published as sheet music in 1925 and as a record in 1927 by Phil Baxter and Carl Moore, while the latter was first recorded in 1928 by Louis Armstrong [16]. Since then, it’s been performed and recorded by countless artists. Cab Calloway, who first recorded the song in 1930, is probably the most iconically associated with the song. More recently, it’s been recorded by Arlo Gunthrie (2007) and Hugh Laurie (2011).
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Top Row: Phil Baxter, Louis Armstrong, Cab Calloway
Bottom Row: Arlo Gunthrie, Hugh Laurie



The original Baxter/Moore version used something close to a “talking blues” vocal style, accompanied by a tune that as far as I know is original. Louis Armstrong’s performance set the song instead to a different tune, extremely similar to an instrumental jazz piece recorded in 1924 by The California Ramblers, under the title Charleston Cabin [17]. Calloway, Guthrie, Laurie, and every other recording I’ve heard has used minor variants of the Armstrong tune.

Armstrong’s version of the song is lyrically short and simple, consisting of three verses. In the first, the narrator describes going down to the titular St. James Infirmary and finding his “baby” (presumably his girlfriend or fiance) there, apparently dead or nearly so:


Stretched out on a long white table

So sweet, so cold, so fair



The second verse, confusingly, shifts gears to talking about her as if she’s not dead, merely departed:


Let her go, let her go! God bless her

Wherever she may be

She can look this wide world over

She'll never find a sweet man like me



I can imagine a few interpretations of this apparent contradiction. The narrator might not be thinking clearly under the weight of his shock and grief and is slipping in and out of a fantasy that his sweetheart is alive and well but has left him; or, she might actually have left him and the bereavement of the previous verse is the fantasy; or he might be fully lucid of the situation but is rehearsing a lie he’s considering using to avoid talking about his grief again later.

The final verse tells how the narrator wants to be prepared for burial when he dies, dressed to the nines and employing some gambling symbolism:


When I die, want you to dress me in straight lace shoes

Box-back coat and a Stetson hat

Put a twenty dollar gold piece [18] on my watch chain

So the boys will know that I died standing pat [19]



Calloway adds two more verses at the end of this, one reminiscent of but distinct from the pallbearer verse familiar from Laredo, Lad, and Buck:


Then give me six crap-shooting pallbearers

Let a chorus girl sing me a song

Put a red hot jazz band at the top of my head

So we can raise Hallelujah as we go along



The final verse has the narrator addressing the audience, requesting “another shot of booze”, and telling them:


If anyone should ask you

Tell 'em I've got those St. James Infirmary blues



This neatly bookends the song with its title at beginning and end.

Laurie performs nearly identical lyrics to Armstrong’s version. Gunthrie’s is significantly different. He uses the two verses present in Calloway’s version but absent in Armstrongs and also adds two more verses at the beginning:


It was down by old Joe's barroom

On the corner of the square

The drinks were served as usual

And the usual crowd was there

On my left stood Big Joe McKennedy

And his eyes were bloodshot red

And as he looked at the gang around him

These were the very words he said



In the context of the pattern we’re reviewing, this is enormously important. WIthout this verse, the nested first/second person narrative structure of all five other songs we’ve looked at is missing from St. James, but with it the structure is present. The scene being set in “old Joe’s barroom” is similar to Dick Devall’s version of Laredo, which takes place in “Tom Sherman’s barroom”. There’s still an interesting wrinkle, that in all previous songs, it’s the speaker being quoted by the narrator who is dying, but here it’s a third character, the second character’s “baby” who seems to be dying, triggering the second person (Big Joe McKennedy in Gunthrie’s version) to consider his own mortality.

Heath [20] has an interesting interpretation of this modification. She believes the same thing was implied in Lad where the dying man was encountered “by” or “near” the Lock Hospital rather than inside of it, and that since these hospitals primarily treated women suffering from syphilis, the man must have discovered his wife or sweetheart among the afflicted. If she had it, then his death was sure to follow. If St. James is taken to be a retelling of the same story as Lad, then the same thing is happening here: Big Joe has discovered his sweetheart dead or dying of a communicable disease [21] and realized that he was also mortally ill of the same disease. This also suggests another interpretation of the “let her go” verse: for his sweetheart to have caught syphilis and given it to Big Joe suggests that she got it from somewhere else. So perhaps Big Joe is accepting his late sweetheart’s newly-revealed infidelity at the same time he’s processing his grief over her death.

Crucially to the history of the song, the “Old Joe’s barroom” verse was not original to Gunthrie, nor were the pallbearers and “another shot of booze” verses original to Calloway: both were present in the Baxter/Moore original version. It appears that Armstrong trimmed more than half of the Baxter/Moore lyrics, which were gradually reintroduced into the song’s tradition by other artists over the following years and decades. There are several minor differences between the original lyrics and those of later versions: many spoken asides, the second person being named Sam Jackson instead of Big Joe McKennedy, and various minor differences in wording. But the structure of the story and most of the phrasing of Calloway’s and Gunthrie’s versions are closely derived from the Baxter/Moore version.

There is one more verse that’s present in the Baxter/Moore original and in Gunthrie’s cover, but not any of the other versions I’ve listened to. Immediately after the verse where Big Joe or Sam Jackson sees his sweetheart, he describes her funeral procession, where her hearse is pulled by “Seventeen coal-black horses”, and describes


Seven girls going to the graveyard

And only six of them are coming back



[image: ]Green indicates which verses were in each version of the song

The tune Baxter wrote for his and Moore’s original version of the song is unique among these five recordings of the song. It's an extremely slow and somber jazz melody which puts me in mind of the baroque song Dead March from the third act of Handel’s 1738 oratorio Saul. The latter song is very commonly played at state funerals in many countries, including Britain and the United States, and I expect it is the same Dead March referred to in Laredo, Lad, and Elegy. If this resemblance was deliberate on Baxter’s part and not merely coincidence or figment of my imagination, it seems a very significant link between St. James and the Lad tradition.

The tune Armstrong used and which became standard for St. James, which as previously mentioned seems to be closely derived from Charleston Cabin, is faster paced and more upbeat than Baxter’s version. Armstrong uses his signature style of alternating between playing the melody on the trumpet and singing verses while his band plays accompaniment. Calloway sings the lead vocals with few pauses, accompanied by his orchestra. Laurie plays an extended piano intro and starts singing along with it about halfway along. After a brief intro, Guthrie sings throughout the rest of the performance, accompanying himself on his guitar. These arrangement choices probably go a long way towards explaining the omitted verses: Armstrong and Laurie pare the lyrics to the bone in order to make room for the instrumental segments. Calloway’s vocals take center stage, so he can fit more verses while still keeping it in his standard song length of a little less than three minutes. Gunthrie can fit even more in because he’s comfortable recording much longer songs: his most famous original song, Alice’s Restaurant (1967) [22], clocks in at eighteen and a half minutes.

All five versions of the song are solid interpretations of hauntingly beautiful lyrics. Baxter’s music fits the mood of the lyrics perfectly, while the music used by Armstrong et al is a stronger tune in its own right. This was my first and only exposure to Baxter and Moore, but I’ve been at least a casual fan of Armstrong, Calloway, Laurie, and Gunthry as musicians for quite some time [23], and they’ve all lived up to their usual standards with their renditions of this song.

Rating: 8/10 strongly recommended, overall. Which performance is best is a matter of taste; my ranking would place Gunthrie’s first, followed by Calloway’s.



Dying Crapshooter Blues

Dying Crapshooter Blues is another song that cropped up in the historical record in the 1920s. It’s conventionally attributed to the great early Blues singer Blind Willie McTell, who first recorded the song in 1940 and then re-recorded it in 1956 with a spoken intro claiming that he’d written it over the four year period from 1929 to 1932. This claim is seemingly contradicted by several recordings by different performers (Martha Copeland being the first) in 1927, which Max Haymes [24] attributes to misrecollection of dates on McTell’s part. Robert Harwood [25] has a different interpretation, considering it a settled fact that Crapshooter was written by Porter Grainger, who was the credited songwriter on Copeland’s recording.

There are a number of covers of Crapshooter after McTell’s recordings, but it doesn’t seem to be anything like the major genre standard that St. James became. My favorite of these is by The Wiyos, recorded in 2007. The song appears to be strongly associated with McTell, and if it was at all popular as a live performance in the 20s and 30s, this does not seem to be attested in written or recorded sources.
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Left to right: Martha Copeland, Porter Grainger, Blind Willie McTell, and Michael Farkas (Wiyos)

In McTell’s version, the narrator begins by introducing the main character, Jesse, whom he refers to as his “buddy” but describes in unflattering terms. Jessie was a “wild, reckless gambler” who “used crooked cards and dice”. The narrator tells how Jesse won and spent a great deal of money, ruining many other gamblers in the process and turning Jesse’s own heart to stone, “hard and cold as ice”.

Then Jesse had a very bad day. First “Sweet Loreta” leaves him and breaks his heart, which presumably took some doing given what we just heard about the organ in question. Then Jesse gets shot by police.

A “gang of crapshooters and gamblers” gather around Jesse’s bedside as Jesse announces that he is dying and describes his desired funeral:


Eight crapshooters to be my pallbearers

Let 'em be veiled down in black

I want nine men going to the graveyard, bubba

And eight men comin' back



This goes on for a total of six verses of dying oration. The second of these verses seems to be repentance for his card-cheating and dice-cheating ways and a request for shows of forgiveness from his fellow gamblers:


I want a gang of gamblers gathered 'round my coffin-side

Crooked card printed on my hearse

Don't say the crapshooters'll never grieve over me

My life been a doggone curse



He also makes understandably spiteful requests for the police, sheriff, mayor, judge, and prosecutor who had persecuted his underground gambling career and jailed him fourteen times, to participate in the funeral procession, with the sheriff playing blackjack and the judge placing a pair of dice in Jesse’s shoes as he’s laid to rest.

The last two verses of Jesse’s requests contain a list of large numbers of people he wants to participate in the procession: sixteen each of crapshooters, bootleggers, and “racket men” (gangsters); and 22, 26, and 29 women respectively from various hotels and cities (I’m assuming dance troupe performers).

The song closes with the narrator saying how Jesse “went to Hell bouncing and jumping” and instructed the attendants to dance the Charleston in his final moments. Then the final verse tells how the narrator and present continued this dance in the immediate aftermath of Jesse’s death, as they carried away his body:


One foot up, a toenail dragging

Throw my buddy Jesse in the hoodoo wagon

Come here mama with that can of booze

The dyin' crapshooter's - leavin' the world

The dyin' crapshooter's - goin' down slow

With the dyin' crapshooter's blues



The Grainger/Copeland version of the song has two major lyrical differences from McTell’s. One is that the police shooting doesn’t appear, nor does the song take place at Jesse’s deathbed. Instead, Jesse says:


I feel so doggone blue

I want to die today

The devil told me what to do

But I ain’t had my say



This then segues into Jesse telling the narrator and others, “I guess you all should know / how I want to go”, introducing the funerary instructions. The other change is that the theme of the devil and damnation, mentioned only in passing in McTell’s version, is alluded to several times throughout the Grainger/Copeland version. There are also many minor changes in phrasing that don’t do much to change the meaning or the story structure.

The two songs are radically different musically. The Grainger/Copeland is set to a slow, sad, dirge-like song with jazz elements, which I think is original but reminds me both of the tune Baxter wrote for his and Moore’s Gambler’s Blues and (especially in the piano accompaniment) of Chopin’s funeral march. McTell’s is a solo performance, with “talking blues” vocals and accompanied by blues guitar harmony. I hear some resemblance between McTell’s guitar accompaniment and the vocals sung by Copeland, but it’s a fairly distant one. McTell also employs a noticeable shift in rhythm and vocal style between when the narrator is quoting Jesse and when he’s speaking on his own account; this element is absent from Copeland’s performance.

The Wiyos cover the song with a third distinct musical style. The tune and accompaniment are clearly derived from McTell’s, but are arranged for a three-piece band rather than a solo performance and shift it to a fast-paced danceable jazz style that feels very different from McTell’s blues guitar. Like Copeland and unlike McTell, they fully sing the vocals. They use and further emphasize McTell’s distinction in vocal style between Jesse’s and the narrator's voices. The Wiyos stick closely to McTell’s lyrics, but with a number of minor edits. Their one major lyrical change is verse in which Jesse is shot, where they omit any mention of “Sweet Loretta” and instead describes the shooting (which happened under unspecified circumstances in McTell’s version) as occurring during a police raid on an illegal gambling event.

Apart from the musical genre shift, I believe the core distinction between the three different performances is the subtext of the song. The Grainger/Copeland version is a story of the narrator’s sorrow at her (former?) friend’s damnation. The McTell version is about the narrator’s grief for a lost friend despite Jesse’s sins. The Wiyos version focuses on the vibe of Jesse’s incongruous requests for a celebratory atmosphere as he dies and is buried.

On the question of authorship, I think Harwood has the better of it in attributing it to Grainger. He seems to be basing his conclusion on studies of Grainger’s life and a recorded interview where Copeland talks about the origin of the song, while Haymes seems to be relying almost exclusively on information by and about McTell.

On the closely related question of McTell’s honesty, I think both Harwood and Haynes might be misreading McTell’s 1956 intro. In this intro [26], McTell describes finishing the song for the 1932 funeral of his friend Jesse Williams. Williams was dying after being shot by police and requested McTell play it at his funeral. McTell says that he arranged most of the funeral pomp described in the song, paid for by Williams’s father, except for the girls from North Atlanta, which was too far away to arrange. Crucially, McTell says the following in the intro:


I had to steal music from every which way to get it, to get it, to get it to fit. But I, I, messed it up in a way just to suit him. I finally played what he wanted…



To me this sounds like McTell was explicitly not claiming the song was original. At most, he’s claiming credit for an arrangement made of elements he says himself that he stole from others. He says in the same intro that Jesse Williams was buried in New York, which was where Grainger lived and where Copeland recorded her version of the song. I can imagine a sequence of events where Williams had heard the song performed by Copeland or another of the artists who got it from Grainger and described it to McTell. McTell in turn made an arrangement based closely on Grainger’s lyrics (as relayed by Williams, possibly supplemented by unattested derivative works that McTell heard on his own) set to music that started out as an unfinished original composition that McTell had come up with a few years previously. The way McTell described it, I expect it was an iterative process with him playing improvised versions of the song for the dying Williams while Williams gave him feedback.

Crapshooter is still a much more serious song than Shades or Kangaroo, but its tone contrasts with the last several songs (Laredo, Lad, Buck, and St. James), the former three of which are as serious as a proverbial heart attack, and the last of which is lightened only by being arranged to an upbeat jazz tune in most renditions. Crapshooter still covers a dark subject matter and treats it tragically, but employs absurd imagery that carries undercurrents of laughter in the face of death.

Rating: 7/10 recommended for both the McTell version and the Grainger/Copeland version; 9/10 very strongly recommended for the Wiyos version, which is an absolute banger, brilliantly performed and building excellently on the writing of Grainger and/or McTell.



Green Fields of France

We reach the last major song that is conventionally considered to be part of the Unfortunate Lad tradition [27]. As a change of pace from the last few songs, its origin is clearly attested and undisputed. This is No Man’s Land, written by the Scottish-Australian folk musician Eric Bogle in 1975-6, It’s also known as Willie McBride or The Green Fields of France [28]. It’s been covered by a number of other performers, including The Dropkick Murphys, The High Kings, The Clancy Brothers, and John McDermott of The Irish Tenors. All the covers I’ve heard stick very close to the original, which simplifies my task as a reviewer.
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This song is quite a significant departure from the familiar story structure. The narrator is walking through France and stops to rest at the grave of a fallen soldier from the First World War, a private named William (or Willie, in most covers) McBride who died six decades before the song was written. Based on the name and circumstances, McBride was likely an Irishman [29] enrolled in the British Army. It’s more likely than not he died in the Battle of the Somme, but soldiers died of bullets, shells, accidents, and disease even in “quiet” areas of the front.


And I see by your gravestone that you were only nineteen

When you joined the glorious fallen in 1916

Well I hope you died quick and I hope you died clean

Or, William McBride, was it slow and obscene?



Interestingly, and in contrast to our other songs, the narrator is addressing his remarks to the late Pvt. McBride, not to the audience. In the next verse he wonders who yet survives who knew and misses McBride, if he had a “wife or sweetheart” who still carries memories of her young lost love in her heart [30], but he also considers the alternative:


Or are you a stranger without even a name,

Forever enshrined behind some glass pane,



The third verse contrasts the landscape in which McBride died, a horrifying landscape of guns, barbed wire, poison gas, and trenches, with the green freshly-ploughed fields of modern France, leaving the war graveyards as the only reminder of the carnage of six decades prior:


But here in this graveyard that's still No Man's Land

The countless white crosses in mute witness stand

To man's blind indifference to his fellow man.

And a whole generation who were butchered and damned.
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Left: Part of the Somme battlefield (Deville Wood) in July 1916

Right: The Rancourt (British) Military Cemetery, one of many graveyards and memorials on the Somme battlefield.



In the final verse, the narrator wonders what McBride thought about the reasons for the fighting, if he and his fellows “knew why they died”, if they believed in “the cause”, if they believed that the war would end wars. The narrator sadly informs them that the last hope in particular was soundly disproven by history, that


Well the suffering, the sorrow, the glory, the shame

The killing, the dying, it was all done in vain,

For Willie McBride, it all happened again,

And again, and again, and again, and again.



Between the verses, Bogle uses a variation of the verse recognizably shared between Laredo, Lad, and Buck as the chorus:


Did they Beat the drum slowly, did they play the pipes lowly?

Did the rifles fire over you as they lowered you down?

Did the bugles sound The Last Post in chorus?

Did the pipes play The Flowers of the Forest?



Besides changing tense and pronouns and rephrasing the instructions as questions, Bogle also reorders the lines and changes the Dead March for two songs commonly used in British and Commonwealth military funerals. At least some covers, such as McDermott’s, re-inserta close variant of Dead March in the second line, making it “Did they sound the Death March as they…”

Bogle performs the song to a tune closely derived from the same Bard of Armagh traditional Irish ballad tune that has become the standard tune for Laredo and Lad. I might be imagining it, but I think Bogle might also have worked in some motifs from Flowers of the Forest as minor elements. Between the choice of tune and the inclusion of the chorus, it seems very likely that Bogle deliberately constructed the song as part of the Lad tradition. I can’t say for sure if he had symbolic significance in mind or merely found the mood of the song appropriate, but the link to Laredo as a cautionary tale against senseless violence fits France perfectly.

Bogle wrote the song while touring battlefields, war cemeteries, and memorials in France and meditating on the horrors of war in general and the First World War in particular. He’s said that the particular William McBride of the song is fictional, intended to be metronymic for all the dead of that war, with the name McBride chosen for its Irish connotations and to rhyme with “graveside”. As it happens there were approximately twenty soldiers of that name who died in the Great War, eleven of whom are known to be buried in battlefield cemeteries in France or Belgium [31].
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Of the eleven real William McBrides killed in the war and resting in France, this is the one who has been identified as most closely resembling Bogle’s fictional McBride [32]

France is widely considered one of the greatest anti-war and First World War memorial songs of all time, and I am inclined to agree. I’ve quoted from its lyrics with less restraint than I have most of the other songs, including a bit over half of it in relatively large blocks, because I want to make sure I convey its beauty.

Rating: 10/10. Bogle’s original recording and every major cover I’ve heard of this song have been nearly uniformly outstanding. If I had to choose a favorite among them, I’d probably choose McDermott’s, with Bogle’s original as a very close second. Bogle has said that McDermott’s his favorite cover of the song as well.



The Great Conch Train Robbery

And now for something that isn’t quite completely different, but which is radically different in tone from France and of the other serious songs we’ve been covering. It’s also tied to the Lad tradition in a much more tenuous manner than the other songs.
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The Great Conch Train Robbery (1979) is another song written by Shel Silverstein, the author and performer of Shades. It takes place in the town of Key West, Florida, where a local called Sam the Shrimper stands up in Sloppy Joe’s bar and declaims to all present that,


...I'm tired of being a shrimper

Cuz a shrimper's life's too tame

So I'm gonna rob [33] the Conch Train, boys,

And be like Jesse James.



The narrator then explains to the audience that the Conch Train is “a tourist toy” used for sightseeing trips and is “like some weird ride from Disneyland”. If anything, this undersells the absurdity of Sam’s proposed career change. The Conch Train is real [34]; it’s a rubber-wheeled tram with open-sided cars (similar to the ones that shuttle guests to and from amusement park parking lots), styled like an old-fashioned steam train, that drives around city streets at little more than a jogging pace for a one-hour tour.
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Sam defends his plan to the audience by explaining that the tourists carry cash, jewelry, and fenceable cameras and mopeds. But the real selling point seems to be the glory of being the first man in history to rob this particular train. The chorus of the song also emphasizes that Sam is looking to imitate a legendary outlaw in the Old West, finishing


[In] case you didn’t hear me the first three times

[I’m] gonna be like Jesse James



The narrator then tells us how Sam seduced the engineer of the Conch Train, Betsy Wright, and convinced her to join the heist by slowing the train down and allowing Sam to do his thing [35].

On the fateful day, Sam jumps naked out of the ocean, where he had been hiding, onto the train and holds up the tourists with his filet knife. Things do not go well for our hero [36], as near the back of the train rides Kelso Bolls, whom the narrator describes as “A redneck of respect and a marksman of renown”, who draws a concealed pistol and shoots Sam three times. The narrator spends two full verses describing Bolls and his one-sided shootout with Sam, explicitly comparing them to two classic Western movie stars:

[image: ][image: ]…and the third time that he shot poor Sam,


You could see in both their eyes
Lash LaRue [Left] and Randolph Scott [Right]
Beneath the Western skies. [37]



The closing verses are what at long last converge towards the deathbed ballad format, as a group that includes the narrator, Betsy, and Kelso carry Sam back to the nearby beach and listen to his dying words. Sam bears remarkably little ill will towards his killer, saying only that he “botched the job” and asking “But how can a boy be Jesse James / Without a train to rob?”

Kelso meets Sam’s sentiment in kind, mourning the man he has slain and expressing sympathy for his motives:


…Son, I know just how you feel.

This world's a changing place

When history is written,

They won't recall our names,

But I only got to play Pat Garrett

Cuz you played Jesse James.



Kelso is mangling the history but getting the narrative perfectly. Pat Garrett was a legendary Western lawman and Jesse James an even more legendary Western outlaw, but Garrett is not the one who shot James. Jesse James was famously shot in the back by Robert Ford, a member of his gang, who was motivated by a promised reward and pardon. Ford is not well remembered in popular culture and Western legend [38]. Pat Garrett is best known for hunting down and killing Billy the Kid.

The song closes with the narrator telling how they buried Sam there on the beach, Besty Wright regularly visits his grave to mourn him, and Sam’s tombstone bears the epitaph,


Stick to your own game.

And if you are a shrimper,

Do not try to rob a train.



Conch Train, like Shades, is structured as a ballad and performed to a slightly-jazzy folk rock song. Unlike Shades, it does not use a similar chord progression to Cash’s arrangement of Laredo, and the song also has some stylistic undertones that remind me of Jimmy Buffett, whom Silverstein mentions in passing in the first verse.

On the surface, Conch Train doesn’t really seem to belong in the company of the other songs I’ve reviewed, as it lacks the common story structure of every other song but France and the short versions of St. James. It also lacks funeral instructions of any kind and only has one minor parallel passage with other songs. But if you do a detailed analysis of individual motifs common to many of these songs, as I will do in the next section, Conch Train fits the pattern quite a bit better than one might expect.

Rating: 6/10, recommended with reservations. It’s a fun song with clever lyrics, and despite being quite silly in both concept and execution, it deals with some meaningful issues about yearning for adventure and how chasing that understandable drive can lead to tragedy.



The Synoptic Problem
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Of the four canonical Gospels of the New Testament, three of them, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, have enormous overlaps between them, and not just the way that we’d expect if they were independently-formulated accounts of the same events. To a large extent, they tell exactly the same stories in approximately the same order using very similar wordings. Some of this is all three, some is only present in two of the three, and there are major stylistic differences between the Luke/Matthew double tradition and the material that either or both share with Mark. These three books are known collectively as the “Synoptic [39] Gospels”, and the analysis of why they share these similarities in ways that the Gospel of John lacks is the “Synoptic Problem”. There are a plethora of hypotheses that have been offered to explain this, of which the currently most accepted is that Mark was written first and Luke and Matthew independently drew their shared material from a lost and unattested source known as the Q Gospel.

There is a considerable body of scholarship attempting to analyze the cause of the thematic and textual overlaps between Lad, Laredo, St. James, Crapshooter, France, and other similar songs and poems. I’m familiar with some of the literature, but far from all of it. The conventional view is that all of them are straight-line derivative works of a single ancestral Irish ballad, usually referred to in the literature as The Unfortunate Rake, of which Buck is often identified as one of the earliest surviving forms. Laredo and France are straight-line descendants of Rake via Lad, and St. James and Crapshooter are an offshoot branch that grew within the African American musical tradition. Of the authors I’ve referenced so far, this view seems to be accepted by Bishop, Roud, and Haymes.

More recent scholarship has questioned major elements of this narrative. Robert Harwood [40], seems to be the main pioneer here. He raises objections to the conventional theory and proposes an alternate one. Richard Jenkins [41] built on Harwood’s conclusions by tracing where and how the conventional narrative went wrong. And Karen Heath [42] wrote an essay summarizing the conventional and the Harwood theses, coming down mostly but not entirely on Harwood’s side, then after original publication she read Jenkins’s article and produced a revised version that briefly summarizes Jenkins’s view [43]. To summarize my understanding of where the Harwood/Jenkins thesis differs from conventional narrative,


	The Unfortunate Lad is an early-to-mid 19th century English composition originating in or around London, probably inspired generally from a much older tradition of “Neck Ballads” about condemned criminals asking forgiveness for their wrongdoings and making requests for their funerals

	The Unfortunate Rake is an entirely unrelated Irish ballad that merely has a coincidentally similar title.

	St. James Infirmary Blues and Dying Crapshooter Blues are the products of a seperate tradition that shares themes with Lad and its direct descendants. The two traditions may have influenced one another, but they should be regarded as cousins or friends rather than descendants. The conventional view here, it is argued, was the result of poorly-supported speculation by an English journalist, A. L. “Bert” Lloyd, which generations of folklorists have taken for granted.

	The mistakes in 2 and 3 have been compounded by generations of scholars and casual observers taking the conventional narrative for granted and allowing that to skew their own analyses as a collective exercise in confirmation bias and trapped priors.



I think they make a fairly persuasive case, especially for 1 and 2. I am not entirely convinced on 3, but I have updated my views in the revisionist direction. I agree with their  point that there is substantial novelty in the St. James/Crapshooter double traditional and the individual songs that deserves to be acknowledged as unique creative output and not as a mere Bad Quarto [44] of the Lad tradition.

If I understand correctly, the case for the St. James and _Crapsh_ooter being an entirely separate tradition from Lad and Laredo rests on the lack of clear specific overlap between them in music or lyrics. I hesitate to put much weight on the melody being musically unrelated because all four songs have versions set to unrelated music: Lad doesn’t even reliably share a tune with itself, and the same is true of the other three songs. As for lyrics, I think they do have some notable similarities. The story structure, at least for the longer forms of St. James, is virtually identical. The Devall version of Laredo starts almost identically to St. James. The Roud Index does contain clear Lad variants before the 1920s that reference St. James Infirmary or Hospital. If the musical resemblance I noticed between the tune of Baxter/Moore version of St. James and Handel’s Dead March was real and intentional, that would represent a fairly strong link to one of the most distinct and durable parts of the Lad tradition. Despite the lack of shared passages, the two traditions do seem to have several motifs in common.

I don’t think the connection of Shades, Kangaroo, and Conch Train with the Lad tradition has not been examined in any of the literature. My inclusion of them with the others is original to me and may be nonsense, and if it isn't, it might merely be a deeper cut in the literature that I haven't stumbled across.

One of the major tools of analysis applied to the Synoptic Gospels is pericope analysis, the counting and diagramming of shared passages between gospels. I have done something similar here, using motifs (a mix of thematic, structural, stylistic, and lyrical elements) instead of pericopes. I’ve included the nine specific songs I’ve included, plus three “control” songs that are clearly not part of the same tradition, chosen for similar origin and overlapping broad themes. The three are:


	Minnie the Moocher, a jazz standard from the same era (1931) as St. James that is probably Cab Calloway’s most iconic song. It concerns a prostitute who is daydreaming about marrying rich men and retiring to a life of luxury. I chose it because it was the first vaguely relevant song to come up on my “Jazz, Blues, and Swing” Pandora channel.

	Whiskey in the Jar, a 16th century Irish ballad about a highwayman who is betrayed to the authorities by his wife or sweetheart. I chose it for themes of regret, lost love, and fateful chance meetings.

	A Boy Named Sue, a song written by Shel Silverstein for Johnny Cash in 1969 about a man seeking vengeance against his deadbeat father for giving him a girl's name. I chose it because three of the nine songs I’m reviewing were performed by Silverstein or Cash.



I chose the motifs by including elements that were shared between some of the nine songs, then removing things like “chance meetings" and “prior associates” that were too generic to add much value.

Some motifs were only sort-of present in a given song, while others were present in some versions of a song but not others. These I represented with fractional values.
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I see a block of motifs that are equally common among the Lad, Laredo, St. James, and Crapshooter. I also see some motifs that are shared by Elegy, Lad, and Laredo and absent from St. James and Crapshooter, and vice versa; I’ll refer to these as the “triple tradition” and “double tradition” respectively.

The other four songs don’t fit quite as well. Kangaroo scores especially poorly, but Conch Train is surprisingly strong. France is unusually weak for a song that we are absolutely certain is derived from the triple tradition, but that makes sense given that France has entirely different story structure and mainly derives a narrow piece, the tune and France’s chorus from the triple tradition. Almost all of the nine non-control songs share dying orations, nested first/second person narratives, a sense of impending doom, and funeral arrangements, but this is unsurprising since those were what more or less what I identified as the shared traits I was intrigued by when I started looking into this.

Moving on from eyeballing the raw data, here’s my attempt at an actual statistical analysis:
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This is an asymmetrical analysis of what fraction of motifs from the row-header song are also present in the column-header song. For example, the 96% figure in the Lad column and the Buck row means that 96% of the motifs in Buck are also present in Lad, and the 68% figure one cell southwest of it means that Buck only has a little over two thirds of the motifs present in Lad. Taken together, this means that Lad adds substantially to Buck in the dimensions I’m considering, but hardly subtracts any, the same way that the Gospel of Matthew contains almost all of the Gospel of Mark, plus substantial additional material. The averages on the right of the chart indicate a ceiling of how much that row’s song gives to the triple and double traditions (Buck/Lad/Laredo and St. James/Crapshooter respectively), while the averages on the bottom indicate a ceiling of how much those songs take from them.

This confirms my impressions from the previous table: St. James and Crapshooter have more in common with one another than with Buck, Lad, and Laredo, and likewise in the other direction. But they also have a lot in common. France is universally accepted as part of the Lad tradition, but it only has 46% of Lad’s motifs, while St. James and Crapshooter have 50-51%. Same family, but different genus.

Of my proposed additions, Shades and Conch Train hold up pretty well, significantly outperforming the controls. They don’t fit quite as well as the first five do with one another, but aren’t that far behind, either.

Kangaroo does seem to have a lot in common with Shades, almost a strict subset of the latter’s motifs, but doesn’t have much in common with the others. I mentioned previously that Kangaroo derives in part from The Dying Stockman, which seems to be at best a very distant cousin of Lad, etc. Intriguingly, there seems to be a small cluster of shared tradition between Kangaroo and Shades.

Unsurprisingly, all three of Silverstein’s songs (Shades, Conch Train, and Sue) have a fair amount of overlap.



Closing Thoughts

So what is it about these songs that interested me enough to spend fifteen thousand words and a two page spreadsheet analyzing them? Why have so many singers and songwriters been interested enough to add to the tradition, and why have so many of them (especially St. James Infirmary and The Streets of Laredo) found many eager listeners? And if you, dear reader, are still with me, that suggests that the subject matter carries at least a bit of interest to you as well.

The music is excellent, but this is certainly not the entire reason. The current standard tune for Lad and Laredo was appropriated from The Bard of Armagh. The one for St. James is derived from Charleston Cabin. These tunes don't seem to have caught on anywhere near as well in their original forms, so there has to be more to it.

Love and death are two of the most emotionally charged human experiences, and both are nearly universal in one form or another. No living person has experienced death, as such, but we all know that it lies ahead of us at some point in the distant future, and most of us have experienced it second-hand in the form of losing friends, relatives, or beloved pets. An enormous number of popular and traditional songs center themselves on themes of love gained or lost. Fewer seem to be centered on themes of bereavement and facing one’s own mortality, but those are still fairly common, especially in traditional music.

The song pattern I’m referring to imprecisely as the Deathbed Ballad is centered on facing one’s own mortality and meeting it with combinations of acceptance, defiance, and falling back on the comforting framework of funeral ceremonies. The rituals of final goodbyes, last requests, funeral processions, and burial have been developed in our cultures to help us formalize and process our emotions around death. By focusing on evocative descriptions of these rituals, a Deathbed Ballad brings up our feelings about the underlying pain and fear associated with death, but also brings up the comforting practices our cultures have to help us cope with those feelings.

The nested story structure is also significant. The narrator tells how he meets the dying man or woman, then quotes their speech about their own imminent demise. Sometimes the song then returns to the narrator describing the death and its immediate aftermath. The listener gets both perspectives of death: the experience of the one doing the dying and the experience of those left behind to grieve.

The format also gives songwriters an opportunity to explore themes of regret and negative examples. Almost every song I’ve reviewed has been some kind of cautionary tale. Shades has themes of wasted potential and surrounding oneself with unworthy companions. Laredo and France warn against senseless violence. Lad and Elegy are explicit and heavy-handed cautions against high-risk sexual behaviors. St. James may be telling that same story more subtly. Crapshooter’s protagonist dies and faces damnation after a life as a crooked hard-hearted underground gambler. And Conch Train warns against throwing away what you have by chasing after hollow glory. Only the silly and tenuously-related Kangaroo seems to lack major cautionary themes.

I don’t think it’s an accident that Lad, Buck, and (if Heath is correct) St. James all deal with death by syphilis. Today, almost eighty years after the advent of penicillin, and in an era where latex condoms are relatively cheap and widely available, syphilis is easily cured or avoided and there is little living memory of a time when it wasn’t. It’s easy to overlook that at the time of the first flush of mass popularity of Lad or St. James, syphilis was arguably as devastating as the AIDS pandemic was in the late 20th century and for similar reasons. It’s a long-simmering disease spread through intimate contact. It can be spread by asymptomatic carriers. The disease was heavily stigmatized by association with shameful behavior and marginalized communities, which perversely often led to people refusing to acknowledge they were carriers and either seek treatment or avoid passing it to others. Untreated syphilis is less universally fatal than AIDS, but it can disfigure its late-stage sufferers so horrifically that it’s been hypothesized that it contributed to zombie legends [45].

The songs that don’t involve syphilis replace it with other pervasive horrors. In Laredo, it’s interpersonal violence. In France, it’s the slow-motion apocalypse of the First World War. In Conch Train, it’s destructive glory-seeking. In Crapshooter, it’s a combination of Jesse’s own cutthroat conduct and police violence. All of these are problems that have left deep wounds on generations and communities, and several of them at least rhyme with issues that are still relevant today.




Notes


[1]

“Hipster” here is used in the early-to-mid-20th century sense of jazz/blues subculture and its imitators, not the modern subculture of the same name. The Beatniks of the 1950s and the Hippies of the 1960s are often considered to be successors of the Hipsters of the 1940s and before.



[2]

Structured irregularities in the beat of the music, much more typical of Jazz or Rock music than of Folk, although Silverstein’s music is often a blend of Folk and Rock elements and he often employed heavy syncopation even in his more Folk-styled pieces.



[3]

I’m quoting these verses in full for reasons that will become clear later.



[4]

“Damnation of memory”, a practice in Rome and several other ancient and classical cultures of attempting to erase certain wrongdoers from the historical record, condemning them to be forgotten by posterity.



[5]

Before the Blues: The Early American Black Music Scene, Volume 1, published by Yazoo Records



[6]

From the description on this YouTube listing of the song, also from this listing of the original 78 single release of the recording.



[7]

Here, I am relying heavily on The Myth of the Origins of St James’ Infirmary Blues and The Unfortunate Rake, by Karen Heath.



[8]

Steve Roud and Julia Bishop, The New Penguin Book of English Folk Songs, 2014. Yes, the same Roud as in the Roud Database I keep nattering about.



[9]

Richard Jenkins, The Unfortunate Rake’s Progress: A Case Study of the Construction of Folklore by Collectors and Scholars, Folklore Volume 130, April 2019.



[10]

Heath, op cit



[11]

Ibid



[12]

Heath also brings up British laws requiring women believed to be prostitutes to be screened for symptoms of STIs and, if the results were positive, confined to Lock Hospitals. She takes this to imply that Lock Hospitals only treated women, seemingly at odds with the subject of the song being a man. I suspect she may be mistaken on this point: from what I can gather Lock Hospitals, including the original London Lock Hospital, primarily or exclusively treated women and the relevant provisions Contagious Disease Acts only mandated confinement for suspected prostitutes, but Lock Hospitals being female-only does not seem to have been a universal characteristic.



[13]

https://archives.vwml.org/records/CJS2/10/401



[14]

Heath (Op Cit) refers to it eight times as The Buck’s Elegy and twice as The Buck’s Lament. I’m not sure whether this is a historical alternate name or a modern error.



[15]

Heath (Op Cit) mentions an older genre of “Neck Ballads” or “Goodnight Ballads”, about condemned criminals giving speeches at the gallows, often concluding with funeral requests. These have clear thematic similarities, but she does not cite any (nor have I been able to find any on my own) that show signs of being clear ancestors of most of the songs I’m analyzing.



[16]

Ibid, and also Phil Baxter, 1925 co-composer of Gambler's Blues (aka St. James Infirmary) by Robert Harwood, 2020.



[17]

Charleston Cabin - The California Ramblers - 1924



[18]

$374 in 2025 dollars, or about 50 hours wages for a common laborer in 1930, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. CPI calculator and the 1936 Handbook of Labor Statistics, respectively.



[19]

In draw poker or blackjack, to stand pat is to play the hand you’ve been dealt without drawing any (more) cards. Source: it is known.



[20]

Op Cit



[21]

It could still have been syphilis as of the 1920s. At least two effective cures had been discovered: a protocol of deliberate infection with malaria to induce a high fever that killed the syphilis bacteria, developed in the late 19th century, and an arsenic-based antimicrobial drug called Salvarsan, invented c. 1910. Both had severe and dangerous side effects, required arduous courses of treatment, and the latter in particular was only effective relatively early in the progression of the disease. Penicillin treatment didn’t become available until the 1940s, and problems with access to diagnosis and treatment meant nearly a hundred thousand people a year were still dying of syphilis in the US three decades after that.



[22]

In which Gunthrie tells a mostly-true story about his attempt to help clean out a friend’s home on Thanksgiving and its consequences. A film adaptation was made in 1969, in which both Gunthrie and the local police chief who had arrested him (William Obanahan) played themselves.



[23]

Laurie also has an extensive career in acting and sketch comedy, of which I am even more a fan. You may know him from House MD, Blackadder, Jeeves and Wooster, or A Bit of Fry and Laurie.



[24]

Tracing The Origins Of Dying Crapshooters' Blues Back To English And Irish Folksong In The Eighteenth Century, originally a 1989 dissertation, revised in 2012.



[25]

Blind Willie McTell and the authorship of Dyin' Crapshooter's Blues, 2009.



[26]

Haynes, Appendix II, Op Cit.



[27]

But not the last song we’ll be examining in detail. I’ve got one more song coming up after this one, and it’s a bit of a stretch to include it.



[28]

I’m using Green Fields of France in preference to Bogle’s original title because it’s more distinctive and because most of the high-profile covers seem to use that title.



[29]

“MacBride” can also be a Scottish name, but the “Mc” spelling used by Bogle is the Irish spelling. Bogle has said in a 2014 Radio New Zealand interview (starting around the 12 minute timestamp) that he specifically chose an Irish name for the soldier as a counter to anti-Irish settlement in the UK. The context was that he was writing in 1976, in the middle of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.



[30]

If she’s the same age as McBride, and the song is taking place when Bogle wrote it, then she would be 79 years old.



[31]

Bogle RNZ interview, Op Cit



[32]

Find A Grave for Pvt William McBride of County Armagh, Ireland. The notes on this source contradict details of Bogle’s account in the RNZ interview. I think I believe Bogle over whoever wrote those notes.



[33]

Online lyrics listings universally say “ride”, but I’m pretty sure Silverstein is singing “rob”, which makes more sense in context.



[34]

As is Sloppy Joe’s bar. The Conch Train Tour’s website features a picture of the train driving past the aforementioned bar.



[35]

This is a case of “write what you know”. At the time, Silverstein lived in Key West and was in a relationship with Sarah Spenser, who worked as a Conch Train tour guide.



[36]

To be precise, I think Sam is an antihero at best. You can make a pretty good case for “villain protagonist”. His arc has the essential character of a classical tragic hero undone by his own hubris.



[37]

According to the Oracle of Bacon, LaRou and Scott never appeared together in the same movie. Both played heroes more often than villains, although LaRou’s heroic characters were often villain-coded and Scott’s villains were rarely depicted and entirely evil.



[38]

C.f. the 1983 novel and 2007 movie, The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford.



[39]

From Greek for “viewing together”.



[40]

Op Cit



[41]

Op Cit



[42]

Op Cit



[43]

I am extremely grateful to her for this, since I have been unable to a version of Jenkins’s paper available on reasonable terms so I am dependent on her essay and other summaries for my understanding of his arguments.



[44]

My characterization of Lloyd's supposition that St. James was a corrupted derivative work of the Lad tradition. A “quarto” is an Early Modern book-printing format where each page is formed from a quarter leaf of paper, generally a cheaper alternative to the “folio” format where each page was a half leaf. Early printed editions of Shakespeare’s plays come in two major flavors: authorized folio editions (especially the “First Folio”)  prepared and bootleg editions believed to have been transcribed by memory by cast or audience members, usually published in quarto format and referred to by Shakespeare scholars as the Bad Quartos.



[45]

If you are morbidly curious, here is a (NSFW, NSFL) reddit thread with a compilation of photos of people with severe physical disfigurement from tertiary syphilis.






DEJA VU

You’re on the sofa, a drink in your hand and a TV programme playing out in front of you. You’re halfway concentrating on the TV, engaged in a conversation with the person sitting next to you. The door opens and you turn over your shoulder to look. Your friend is in the doorway. “Any of you want anything?” he asks. Something clicks in your brain - I’ve seen this before. Did I dream about this?  Your sofamate pauses before responding, “Are there any chips left?” I knew he was going to say that, you think. How is this happening?

It carries out for another 30 seconds - you’re experiencing increasing levels of disbelief as an ordinarily mundane conversation plays out in front of you. Slowly, the prescience, the familiar feeling, fades. You tell your friends about your brief brush with the infinite - the fact that you were granted divine foreknowledge of their whole conversation. They seem somewhat underwhelmed, to your consternation.

You have just had a bout/case/episode of déjà vu. Statistically, about 97% of the people reading this are nodding along to this description - recognising this experience (ironically). That means about 3% of readers have missed this wonderful quirk of human existence. For those of you unfamiliar, déjà vu, (French for “already seen”) is a psychological sensation where one feels that they have previously experienced the current situation.

ORIGINS OF DEJA VU

There are many explanations around the origin of déjà vu. The one that I find most convincing is that it’s a false-positive in the recognition pathway. In normal circumstances, you experience something through your physical senses: your eyes perceive the scene in front of you, and the images get passed to the medial temporal lobe to see if you have experienced this before. This is a pre-conscious step - it happens separate to, and ahead of, your conscious thought/Cartesian observer/homunculus registering what is happening. If you’ve seen it before - if it matches the databank of previous observations, the medial temporal lobe gives the scene/person/location a thumbs up - yep, we know this. By this point, your frontal cortex - the conscious, thinking part - kicks in and you’re “aware” of what you’re looking at.

But imagine you get a false positive. Your medial temporal lobe passes a positive recognition check back up the pathway - we’ve seen this one before. Your frontal cortex then watches the scene unfold in front of it, accompanied by a strong sense of familiarity from the medial lobe: I’ve seen this before… therefore I must know what’s about to happen, what’s about to be said. But how? Maybe I saw it in a dream? You begin to realise that, familiar or not, you can’t predict what’s happening and that there’s something off about the recognition you feel. After a period of time, usually less than ten seconds, normalcy asserts itself - perhaps the check is repeated in the medial temporal lobe - and the familiarity flag is discarded. But the unsettling feeling can last a lot longer.

RELATED MENTAL PHENOMENON

Deja vu has a reciprocal.[1] A Joker to its Batman. “Jamais vu” is a complete lack of familiarity experienced when viewing a scene or situation that is known to be familiar. A false-negative in the recognition circuit. A classic example comes in the double-take upon writing a common word that somehow feels… wrong? It can, in fact, be induced by writing the same word over and over. When you’re writing it for the forty-seventh time, it will probably start to feel a little unreal.

Jamais vu is less well known, and rightly so - the boundaries of this experience are much harder to define. How can we separate jamais vu from simple forgetfulness? It can also be more easily induced: a simple experiment involves writing out a common word 50 or more times. By the time you get to the end, you’ll start to doubt whether the word itself is real.

Jamais vu has a bigger brother. This experience in extreme manifests as Capgras delusion. Originally known as the “illusion of Doppelgangers”, Capgras delusion usually results from traumatic brain injury. In patients with this condition, the familiar feels alien. They become convinced that their loved ones have been replaced by identical clones. In this instance, there is no “recognition flag” from the medial temporal lobe. They can look at their loved ones and see every quirk, behaviour and action that they expect. But when run against the medial temporal’s check - have I seen this before? - they get no verification. The conclusion is clear - I do not recognise this person. The only logical conclusion is that this is not the person they love but a flawless simulacrum. Capgras' delusion is heartbreaking. Deja vu is harmless. But both come down to some issues in internal wiring.

ENJOYING THE RIDE

Everything that happens to us - all our experiences and interactions, and the resulting memories of them - come from electrical signals interpreted by a densely packed bundle of cells wrapped in fat. Science. Philosophy. Reaction videos. It all comes from a few pounds of meat having a profoundly detailed dream. So is it any wonder that things go wrong occasionally?

Have you ever drunk a can of Coke too quickly, then burped and had the carbon dioxide make its way out your nose by mistake? It’s a strange, unfamiliar sensation -an unexpected burning that takes you off guard and often causes an involuntary shudder. As a teenager, I discovered that you can deliberately redirect the carbon-dioxide soda-burp up your nose anytime you want. It just takes a little bit of deliberate management of the airways. Now I seek out. I drink my sodas too quickly, delighting in the opportunity to experience something slightly out-of-the-ordinary. There’s no lasting effect, no negative consequence, just your body going slightly wrong in a minor way that adds a bit of colour to the day.

Deja vu is a soda burp of the mind. It provides a simple and straightforward means for anyone to experience their brain going wrong. It’s not necessarily unpleasant, just unusual. It exists to be savoured. This mental misfire is a gateway to the concept of our own fallibility. Deja vu is a flaring of the fire, showing us not just the shadows on the cave wall but the puppeteers themselves. We may not be able to process what we’ve seen, rendered inarticulate, our mouths flapping dumbly as our conscious mind reaches for words like “dream”, but for a moment we experience how fragile the whole puppet show is.

I personally experience a delightful grab-bag of low-level mental misfires - auditory hallucinations, minor delusions, intermittent face-blindness. As a teenager, I found this highly unsettling. But growing up means making peace with your oddities, and realising your own limitations and fallibility. Déjà vu provides the perfect vehicle for understanding this: no one’s brain works perfectly all the time. As an unassuming phenomenon, it doesn’t get enough credit for its load-bearing nature in daily experience. Having a name for something you have always thought or experienced can be freeing. There’s power in being able to say, “Ah, that’s a thing.” Like the liberation I felt the first time I encountered the word, “solipsism”. Now, I try to enjoy these mental misfires and simply delight in their soda-burp nature.[2] My brain handing me a quirky diversion from my day for you to enjoy as I please, like flapping my arm around when I’ve fallen asleep on it.

There are many examples in psychology where we can genuinely believe something to be true, only to later discover that we are incorrect. The Mandela effect, for example (one phenomenon that seems to actually replicate). What déjà vu provides that these other psychological effects do not is that it actually resolves itself through that sense of incorrectness. It is self-sufficient. We pause our own processing for a second and see the still frames that form the movie, only to press play again and carry on as before. You can now say, “huh, that was weird”, or you can recognise that the edifice on which your whole experience and understanding of the world is built is fragile and teetering.

A GATEWAY TO THE TRANSCENDENT

Many people seek out this sense of enlightenment and perspective through hallucinogenic drugs or the supernatural, but the realisation of our size and the scale of the world around us can be achieved through an often-overlooked pedestrian experience. Anyone who has experienced déjà vu, a brief and passing sense that something mundane may be of greater-than-expected importance, should be able to recognise some of the delusions experienced in schizophrenia.

Some may call this perspective pessimistic - the idea of déjà vu pulling down the curtain to reveal that it’s all a sham. Personally I find that delightful. Magic is only magic if you don’t know how it’s done. Once you know, it gets a different name, but the magic itself doesn’t go away. Which is more impressive, the handkerchief that appears from nowhere, or the months and years of practice to create the showmanship, the misdirection and the dexterity that culminate in the illusion?

As well as its role in understanding ourselves, déjà vu has provided a route to understanding the universe. As a phenomenon, it has always existed on the periphery of the uncanny. Emile Boirac, who gave the experience its name, was what we would call today a “parapsychologist” - publishing books on the psychic sciences and investigating mediums[3]. To many, this pedestrian experience is a weakening of the walls of reality. Rather than it being a glimpse into the workings of consciousness, it represents an opportunity to recognise the vastness of experience. Are we briefly experiencing the memories of our Other Selves, stepping from a parallel universe? Is this a moment of low-level clairvoyance? Are we briefly tapping into the Jungian collective unconscious? Incredible value and outsized performance from a simple brain hiccup.

I will leave it to the reader to decide how much merit they give to these more extraordinary experiences. Do these explanations have any more weight than the temporal medial lobe misfire? They are not necessarily mutually exclusive. (And as a disciple of Feyerabend, I would light-heartedly challenge anyone who asserts that one is more “objectively true” than the other).Why not keep the magic and the hallucinating meat?

Anyway, for the purposes of this review, it doesn’t matter. The point is that déjà vu provides us the option to engage with it on a level that we choose. We can see it as a passing mental misfire - pins and needles of the mind - or we can choose to let it fundamentally change our understanding of the nature of the universe. That is a sort of a revelation that normally requires illegal drugs.

IMPACT OF DEJA VU ON HUMANITY

Naturally, an experience of this has had a significant impact on art and culture. The most iconic cultural reference is the Matrix - the idea that we are living in a computer simulation, and that humanity has been through many futile illusory cycles of breaking free from the machine slavery. When Neo sees a black cat walk by twice, he’s told it’s a “glitch in the Matrix”—proof that his world is a computer simulation. Déjà vu becomes evidence that reality is fake. Given the fate of humanity in the movie, I’m not sure we can call that one optimistic.

The influence of déjà vu on humanity could be even more fundamental than explicit or disguised references in art. It is commonly accepted that fashion progresses through repeated cycles, (referenced here: https://slatestarcodex.com/2014/04/22/right-is-the-new-left/)  There is nothing new under the sun: each generation reaches back several steps to appropriate previous cultural tropes.

Nostalgia, the opium of the elderly, is a powerful force, for good or for ill. Proust’s madeline provides an articulation of that warm glow of retreating into the familiar. Like déjà vu, nostalgia is often an unsought experience, but this time in reference to some that truly has been “already seen”. Or, if you prefer your involuntary recollections with a darker twist, there is the madeline’s evil twin, the ice-bucket shock of an intrusive thought from the past, post-traumatic reliving of a moment that could have gone slightly differently, with disastrous consequences. Even worse, perhaps the past is remembered with perfect clarity - that cruel thing you said once, breaking through your curated image of yourself with incontrovertible evidence that you are not who you wish yourself to be.

Some of our most affecting experiences as humans, the ones that can reach to the deepest core of who we are, relate to our memories. Do we experience déjà vu because we yearn for the past and our brain is trying too hard to oblige? Or perhaps the reason we are so affected by our recall is because of this error - our brain is used to searching our memories for recognition, and so we respond to this like a pastime?

Is that why it is so easy to be trapped on infinite scroll? We are searching for something we have almost seen before: we are presented the echo chamber we pretend not to want, because of our yearning for stimulus that feels familiar? In comedy, the technique is known as a call-back, a reference to a section from earlier. As a comedian, it’s brilliantly economical: you can get multiple laughs from the same joke. It is actually a force-multiplier - the subsequent laughs are bolstered by the warm notion of familiarity. The technique is so powerful that most comedians will end their set on a call-back, knowing that the audience’s delight will carry them off.

CONCLUSION

For a tiny day-to day absurdity, déjà vu punches well above its weight - the Singapore of mental mishaps. It gives us an opportunity to ask some of the biggest questions of our species: is there more than what we can see? Is anything we experience real? How do we know what we know? Available in a bitesize format without getting up from the couch, or taking anything stronger than a soda.

Some might find it unsettling that our brains go wrong so easily. I don’t. I think it’s like seeing the brushstrokes of reality. Knowing how its done only enhances the experience. YOu might not be able to call it magic when you know how the trick is done, but after that it becomes something even more impressive: craft, dedication, practice. The real marvel isn’t the trick itself, it’s the magician.


Notes


[1]

It also has several less interesting siblings, such as déjà entendu, but they do not interest me so I will leave them for you to explore at your leisure



[2]

Except sleep paralysis. No thank you



[3]

Media, surely?






Detective Pikachu


	



What if I told you that a major franchise released a transcendently weird movie in 2019, and no one talked about it? A movie full of amnesia, holograms, shapeshifting, hallucination, conspiracy, and optical illusions; in short, a movie that spares no effort to force both its heroes and its viewers to question reality? A movie where one man’s hubristic quest for immortality leads him to usurp the power of an angry god, and both sides of the resulting conflict resort to exploiting soul transference and the fusion of multiple consciousnesses? A movie dripping with overt symbolism almost begging for psychoanalytic or even alchemical interpretation?

In fact, that did happen. That movie was Detective Pikachu. On release, it was widely praised for visual design and technical achievement, but I observed little discussion of the actual story, and everyone else seems to have quickly forgotten it. But I can’t move on. It’s just so strange that I must share it with someone. So, take the red Pokeball, and let’s find out how deep this Diglett[1] hole goes.


	



The basic plot is not what makes Detective Pikachu remarkable. Indeed, it could easily be the product of one of those guides to churning out formulaic Hollywood screenplays. Our hero, Tim Goodman, grew up in an idyllic small town, and he yearned to be a Pokemon[2] trainer. Then his mother tragically died, and his father took a job as a detective in the big city.

Right after his mom died, Tim chose to stay in his hometown with his grandmother, and has since become fully estranged from his father. He blames his dad for abandoning him, even though he was always invited to live in the city with him. He’s worked a boring office job and watched all his friends move away, and rejected his past interest in Pokemon as childish folly. In truth, he’s too timid and anxious to go out and get himself a Pokemon, or a girlfriend for that matter.

His call to adventure is a literal phone call informing him that his father is missing and presumed dead after a car crash. While cleaning out his father’s apartment, he encounters his father’s Pikachu, who has amnesia and an inexplicable ability to speak intelligibly to Tim and only Tim. They decide to search for his father, and soon find evidence that his father was killed by a mad scientist to cover up all the mad science he was doing. Along the way, Tim has to find his courage and revive his childhood dream. He defeats the baddie, saves the city, trains the pokemon, gets the girl, and reconciles with his dad. You have surely seen all of this before.

I think three things make the movie memorable. First, it does have reasonable thematic and symbolic depth. Detective Pikachu explores both interpersonal and existential alienation, while reflecting on Pokemon’s legacy as a franchise and exploring how adult fans and ex-fans could or should interact with it. Second, the execution of its arcs is so on-the-nose, so perfectly telegraphed, that one must appreciate the craftsmanship. Third, and most importantly, the director’s obsession with presenting illusions and false impressions gives a surreal, off-kilter texture to many otherwise-ordinary scenes, making the moment-to-moment viewing experience delightfully discombobulating.


	



I’d like to illustrate this movie’s obsession with deception by walking you through a single scene, but first, I must confess that I told one lie in my introduction. There are actually no hallucinations in this movie. Instead, this movie has several sequences in which characters falsely assume real things are hallucinations because they seem too weird to believe and the characters have specific cause to doubt their senses. Please forgive the deception; there was no succinct way to explain that at the top of the essay. I hope the experience of being promised something a bit trickier and getting something much trickier still, maybe serve as a foretaste of the movie itself.

We shall walk through the scene in which Tim meets Pikachu in his father’s apartment. Please take note of the following context:


	Tim’s father, Harry, lived alone in Ryme City with his Pikachu. Both were reported missing and presumed dead after a car crash.

	Due to their long estrangement, Tim has never seen his dad’s place or met Pikachu

	Humans don’t normally understand pokemon speech, instead hearing them chirp, growl, or squeak their own name

	Tim has just collected his dad’s keys from the police station and gone to check out his apartment.



As Tim enters the door, he’s startled to hear a voice seeming to challenge him, but it turns out to be a Humphrey Bogart movie playing on TV. As Tim looks around, he finds a vial full of purple vapor sitting out on a table and accidentally opens it, releasing a huge gas cloud which envelops him. We will later learn that the vial contained a drug called R that drives Pokemon into berserk rage, but has no effect on humans. However, Tim doesn’t know this, so for the rest of the scene he believes that he’s been drugged.

At this point, Pikachu starts to enter the apartment through a window. Tim is not expecting Pikachu to return, so when he hears something scrabbling at the window, he thinks it’s a home invasion. It doesn’t help that perspective and lighting cause Pikachu to cast a giant, monstrous shadow on the floor. Tim tries to scare the monster off by snatching a stapler off a desk and brandishing it like a weapon, even clicking it to imitate the sound of a cocked gun.

Pikachu sees through the gun ruse, but doesn’t recognize him as Harry’s son. Now they each see the other as a home invader. Although humans don’t understand Pokemon speech, Pikachu tries to de-escalate verbally anyway. “I know you can’t understand me, but if you don’t put down the stapler, I will electrocute you.[3]”

They are both shocked to discover that Tim understood this perfectly. At first, Tim thinks he’s hallucinating, because of the drugs he just inhaled. But when he realizes Pikachu can give him verifiable information, he changes his hypothesis: the drug must have given him the power to understand pokemon. This is completely wrong. The drug has no effect on humans, and he can only understand Pikachu. Only at the very end of the movie will he learn the real reason (spoilers!). When Tim’s father was mortally injured, a friendly psychic pokemon stuffed Harry’s soul into Pikachu’s body to forestall his death.

This kind of double- and triple-reversal is common throughout the movie. Later, Tim will initially mistake a 3-D hologram recording of past events for real present activity, before learning the hologram itself was doctored. He will resort to pantomime to interrogate a mime pokemon, and forget to his detriment that this mime can make real invisible walls. He will mistake an enormous Pokemon for part of the landscape he’s crossing, then mistake its movement for a telepathic mirage. He will mis-appraise a good guy as a bad guy and then get fooled by a bad guy impersonating that good guy. And of course, he will spend the whole movie helping Pikachu look for his dad without either of them realizing Pikachu is his dad.

Some people use film reviews to inform their viewing decisions. I recommend Detective Pikachu to anyone who can tolerate a hokey fantasy adventure. It’s only 90 minutes, and I think the sheer strangeness justifies the time. It’s also very, very pretty. Go watch it now. When you get back, we can try to figure out how this deluge of illusions intersects with the story’s themes.


	



If_Detective Pikachu_ has one dominant theme, it seems to be overcoming alienation. Tim’s ruptured his own relationship with his father by refusing the invite to Ryme City and ignoring every subsequent letter. He’s also turned his back on the world of Pokemon. At one point, he says he resented Pokemon because he thought his father ditched him for Ryme city to spend more time with them. That may be, but he also seems to suffer a general unwillingness to engage with the world and risk humiliation or failure. In Ryme City, his lack of a Pokemon marks him as a weird and possibly dangerous loner, especially in the eyes of his love interest, a reporter named Lucy Stevens.

It becomes clear almost immediately they’re working different sides of the same case, but it takes two or three interactions for them to team up, and much longer for him to own up to his obvious interest in her. At first, they’re both too interested in playing cool and acting tough to relate authentically. At one point, Tim even boasts that he’s “really good at being alone at night,” after Lucy tells him the docks are no place to go alone after dark. For her part, Lucy wants to project the image of a hardboiled sleuth, but overdoes it to a comical extent, proclaiming that she “doesn’t fear fear,” “walks the walk and talks the talk,” and will do “anything to get the hard truth, and that’s the honest scoop.” Her sad reality is that she’s a news intern with no responsibility more weighty than drafting Pokemon listicles. Only after she inadvertently exposes the less glorious side of her condition are they able to team up.

If the heroes are too attachment-avoidant, the villain represents the opposite error. Howard Clifford, founder of Ryme City, is a billionaire Pokemon researcher with a fatal degenerative condition. From his wheelchair, he searched for a path to immortality and found it in Mewtwo, the godlike psychic Pokemon. Howard builds a device which allows him to project his soul into Mewtwo’s body and thus control its power for himself. Rather than die alone, he plans to live by enmeshing himself fully with the Other. But his motivation is not purely selfish. Howard has decided that no human should suffer the intrinsic loneliness of solo existence; one empowered, he tears every human’s soul from their body to fuse them with their Pokemon companion, imposing a nightmarish collapse of boundaries. Thankfully, it gets reversed before long, but the message is clear. We must chart a course between Tim and Lucy’s self-destructive aloofness and Howard’s grotesque overinvolvement.

I think the movie is stuffed so full of false appearances because its thesis is that this is the root of alienation. Tim didn’t reconcile with his father earlier because he clung to a false idea of his father’s motives. Lucy’s tough-talking exterior initially deters Tim from engaging, while she stereotypes him as a weirdo for lacking a Pokemon, even though he’s from out of town. Early on, Tim is also invested in denying that he needs or wants Pikachu; later on, the polarity inverts. At the movie’s lowest point, Pikachu recovers partially from amnesia and retrieves memories suggesting that he had been aligned with the villains, and has done something terrible to Harry. Although Tim has faith in Pikachu’s goodness, Pikachu himself insists on separation as self-punishment. Pikachu later learns that it wasn’t as bad as it looked, and returns to save the day, but his self-imposed exile is nearly disastrous.

Not content merely to show withdrawal and defensiveness leading to failure,Detective Pikachu also makes most progress contingent on moments of empathy, curiosity, and self-expression. For instance, this movie establishes that wild Pokemon don’t understand words, but they understand the feelings behind them. When Tim is stranded in the wild with a near-death Pikachu, only voicing the depth of his love for the shock rodent enables him to summon help. Earlier, Tim obtains his first lead by playing along with Mr. Mime’s[4] mime games even though he finds this very annoying and Pikachu thinks it’s a waste of time.

Surprisingly, then, the movie's intense focus on trickery and illusion turns out to support its heartwarming message of love and reconciliation.


	



We’re done, right? We summarized the plot, observed a quirk of presentation, and linked it to an uplifting theme. We recommended a film as a rollicking good time for the whole family. We can zip off into the sunset like a Pikachu using Agility, yes?

I opened on a Matrix reference. The first Matrix ends with Neo becoming like a god and flying away victorious. Many people think the story should have ended there. Instead, two more movies followed, more cynical and complex than the original. The sequels revealed that some of the apparent triumphs in the first movie were orchestrated by hostile machines to sinister ends.

I called this essay a Diglett hole, and perhaps we got to the bottom. But Diglett evolves into Dugtrio. Three moles stuck together, digging three linked holes. The kabbalistic meaning is clear: we need to keep digging.


	



If there’s one guy we here at ACX love, it’s Scott Alexander.

If there’s a second guy, it’s The Last Psychiatrist. As he often says, “if you saw it, it was for you.” Isn’t it a little convenient that I, a child of the 90s who remember the Pokemon cartoon as one of the first shows I ever went out of my way to watch, am telling you the new Pokemon movie is actually super good? Should I question what motivates me to believe that?

If there’s a third guy, it’s Lacan.Scott tells us that Lacanian psychoanalysis is largely about how you relate to the “paternal function” or “name of the father”, which might be your actual dad and/or a symbol for the moral law and the forces of civilization generally. Weak or absent paternal functions leave people confused and mixed up, without the right internal structure.

Should we believe it’s a coincidence that_Detective Pikachu_ is about a literal quest to retrieve an absent father, who is also literally a lawman, and also literally a displaced spirit that rides on his shoulder advising like a familiar or like Pinocchio’s conscience? This is not a coincidence, because nothing is ever a coincidence.

Why is this movie about alienation? Who or what do the nice folks at The Pokemon Company think I’m alienated_from_? What would they like me to be connected to, and what would they like me not to connect to? Why am I turning to The Pokemon Company for life lessons in the first place?


	



Arguably, it’s a little bit embarrassing to be a 30-year-old Pokemon fan. The Last Psychiatrist would probably say it should be more embarrassing. Or that the embarrassment is a defense against … something.

Luckily, I’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m not a Pokemon fan. I liked it the appropriate amount at the appropriate age, and then moved on. I only saw the movie at all because my partner dragged me there. I liked it despite being a Pokemon film as much as because it’s a Pokemon film. (I even meant that last bit at least 40% earnestly!)

If you’re not sure you should be wasting your time with Pokemon, Detective Pikachu will meet you where you are. “Look at this guy!”, it says. “He’s hot, he’s cool, he’s from a fashionable ethnicity, and he also thinks Pokemon is a dumb thing for kids. Look, he’s annoyed when a Lickitung[5] slimes his face!

Then the movie asks, “Doesn’t this guy actually kind of suck? Isn’t his refusal to love Pokemon a big downer?” The hot girl treats him like a weirdo for not having a Pokemon. We find out that even when Tim gave up on his Pokemon-training dream, his father still believed.

The Ryme city setting helps. It takes the silliest, most venal, least plausible parts of the old Pokemon fantasy and puts a more mature spin on them. We’re no longer hoarding Pokemon acquisitively. One monster per person; they’ll reflect your soul almost like the daemons from His Dark Materials. People joke about how pokemon battles are like dog fights, so in Ryme City they are outlawed, and relegated to underground fighting rings frequented by drug dealers and other low-lifes.

Of course, the disavowal only holds for so long. Tim still needs to train Pikachu to fight the bad guys and save the day.


	



I’m not the only one associating Pokemon with childhood. So does the movie. It wants you to stay invested in the franchise as an adult, but wants you to know that Pokemon is about childhood.

Tim wanted to be a trainer when he was a kid; he gave it up when losing a parent killed his innocence. When Tim investigates his dad’s apartment, finds that his dad made a replica of his childhood bedroom. All his pokemon merch is there. Even his old Pikachu bedspread.

At the end of the movie, Tim’s dad will invite Tim to live with him for a while, just as he did all those years ago. This time, Tim will say yes. In effect, he gets to go back and undo the defining mistake of his youth. Accepting the invite will mean he moves back into his childhood bedroom, snuggling up under the old Pikachu sheets. His_Pokemon_ adventure makes him a real man, but it also enables him to regress into boyhood. Tim gets to have it both ways, so why shouldn’t we?

A friend of mine told me that Freud explained nostalgia as a kind of sequel to the Oedipal complex. We are envious of the father’s power and/or access to the mother, and we yearn to kill or overthrow him. Eventually, we do this, usually symbolically. But as soon as we’ve dispatched the father, we regret it. We don’t always want to be self-reliant. Part of us always wishes we could bring the father back to life, and go under his protection again. Fascination with objects and pastimes from youth is a displaced expression of this wish to revive the father.

In this movie, Tim’s father literally dies and comes back to life, after turning into a Pokemon for a while. Resurrecting his father also grants Tim access to a recreation of his old room. This is not a coincidence, because nothing is ever a coincidence.

A novice student of The Last Psychiatrist might expect him to say that_Detective Pikachu_ employs crass emotional manipulation to rekindle your interest in the Pokemon brand, so they can profit by selling you more plushies. The seasoned TLP reader knows that what he’d actually say is that the plushies themselves aren’t the point; the plushies only exist to sell you a life of idle consumption and passivity.


	



I’m not sure I buy the TLP take, but I cannot bring myself to give the surface reading and stop there. There’s just too many oddly charged scenes and shots in the film. Too many things that feel significant, if not always in clear ways. Before I leave you, let me indulge in one more venerable ACX pastime. Let me attempt an alchemical reading.

Alchemical allegory is one of the formulaic stage-based mythic quest narratives from the Western tradition. It’s got something to do with a quest for the Philosophers Stone, which represents enlightenment or immortality or transcendence or apotheosis. From what I gather, Alchemical stages are defined less by concrete plot mechanics than something like Joseph Campbell’s monomyth, and more by recurring visual tropes and symbols, or specific types of activity.

The quest is generally held to proceed through either three or four stages. Nigredo (blackness), albedo (whiteness), the oft-ignored citrinitas (yellowness), and the ultimate rubedo (redness).

Here’s what Scott has to say about nigredo:

“In the first stage (nigredo, “blackness”), you start with some kind of base matter. In the chemical allegory, this is usually lead. In the psychological version, this is the normal mental state, with all of its hangups and uncertainties. The seeker at this stage is symbolized by the raven, blackest of animals. He (the medieval system assumes a male seeker) must begin by confronting his unconscious mind, which takes the form of a dragon. The unconscious is full of bizarre and shameful repressed material, and the seeker’s instinct is to run away. Instead, he must slay the dragon, at which point the dragon rises again as an ally. The seeker then unites with the unconscious in the first “chemical wedding”, ending in a sudden revelation of blinding whiteness – the second stage of the Work.”

It seems we’re looking for black (or dark-colored) things, death, sickness, despair, anxiety, ravens, and dragons that die and come back to life.

When first we meet Tim, he’s still crushed by grief over his mother’s death and anger at his father’s absence. Dark-winged bird Pokemon fly overhead, though they’re not literal ravens. His last friend has cajoled him into trying to catch a Pokemon, and picked out the “perfect” one for him: Cubone. Cubone is a tiny creature that weeps constantly for its deceased relatives. It wears its mother skull as a bone mask and carries another relative’s femur to wield as a weapon. The Cubone rejects Tim, breaking out of its Pokeball and beating him with the bone. Immediately thereafter, he gets the call announcing his father’s death.

On the train to the city, the aforementioned Lickitung slimes his face.

As soon as he enters his dad’s house, he accidentally envelops himself in a cloud of purple gas (R, the rage drug). It doesn’t actually affect humans, but its effect is to suppress the conscious mind and let out primal rage.

Later, he and Pikachu trace the rage drug to an underground fighting pit. To get information, Tim has to enter Pikachu in the games. The organizers match Pikachu up with Charizard, the iconic dragon pokemon. Charizard’s handler doses him with R, while an unrelated purple-poison-gas-themed Pokemon plays music[6]. Pikachu accidentally smashes a huge stash of R, releasing so much purple vapor that a Pokemon riot destroys the whole venue.

At this point, I need to mention that there is a pathetic and helpless fish Pokemon, called Magicarp, which can sometimes evolve into an enormous sea dragon (Gyarados). Tim survives Charizard’s wrath only because he finds a stranded Magikarp, dying for lack of water to breath, and convinces it to change into its dragon form.

The first act of the movie makes a very credible nigredo phase. The only thing missing is a revelation of blinding whiteness to end the sequence. We even have such a revelation. The only trouble is that it’s tucked in the middle instead of at the end. His love interest, Lucy (nominative determinism!) Stevens, first approaches him by descending from a staircase in the lobby of his dad’s apartment building, backlit by lights so brilliant he cannot even make out her face. (Lucy’s Pokemon is a water type called Psyduck[7]; male ducks are known as drakes; one might say that the psyduck also represent the return of the sea dragon, as an ally)


	



Here’s Scott on albedo:

In the second stage (albedo, “whiteness”), the base matter must be cleansed of its impurities. The seeker is analogized to a child in a baptismal font, or bathing in a stream, or [any of several other water metaphors]. Eventually it begins to shine with its own inner silvery-white light. When the dross has been cleared away, the seeker encounters a second representation of his feminine principle. He unites with the feminine principle in the second “chemical wedding”, and finally see his True Self as it really is.

As mentioned above, Tim’s love interest descends from above amidst brilliant white light. She very much represents gendered virtues he needs to integrate, and he does the same for her, but this gender dynamic gets a postmodern twist. Tim starts the movie with more feminine virtues than masculine ones. It’s easier for him to be caring, perceptive, and expressive, than to be decisive, confident, or aggressive.

Lucy, by contrast, is brash, direct, and adventurous. Through the first two acts of the movie, Lucy leads whenever the team needs to break rules or physical objects or otherwise spring into action, and Tim leads when negotiation or insight is called for. But by the end of the film, each has adopted the other’s methods. Tim awakens his valor, and Lucy her capacity for caring and teamwork.

Tim gets baptized at least twice, too. The first act ends with Gyarados (the sea-dragon) destroying the fighting pit with a cleansing flood, while the second ends with Tim and Pikachu falling into into a river.


	



Scott didn’t covercitrinitas, so I have to rely on Wikipedia here.

“Citrinitas, or sometimes xanthosis,[1] is a term given by alchemists to "yellowness." It is one of the four major stages of the alchemical magnum opus. In alchemical philosophy, citrinitas stood for the dawning of the "solar light" inherent in one's being, and that the reflective "lunar or soul light" was no longer necessary.”

Pikachu is a yellow rat who can generate massive blasts of yellow electricity. At the beginning of the movie, his amnesia renders him incapable of actually using his lightning. After his near-fatal fall in the river, he receives supernatural healing and his memory is restored, making him able to wield lightning for the first time. His returning memory also trigger an argument between him and Tim, leading to a temporary parting of ways. Having spent the film up until now learning how to collaborate with Pikachu, Tim is now forced to learn how to stand on his own, even going into battle against Pokemon using only his own strength.


	



We return to Scott for rubedo, the final stage

In the third stage (rubedo, “redness”), the seeker has already discovered his True Self as a sort of distant guiding star, but has yet to relate it to the rest of his life or the everyday world. The otherworldy True Self must be united with the seeker’s worldly personality in the final and greatest alchemical wedding, often called the Marriage of the Sun and Moon, or the Marriage of the King and Queen, or [several other flowery metaphors], which joins all opposites into a final cataclysmic union – the Philosopher’s Stone. When this stage ends, the seeker is once again an ordinary person interacting with the ordinary earthly world, but now in a way fully integrated with his true Self. In some traditions, the work is cyclic, and the seeker begins again at the nigredo stage.

There is plenty of rubedo imagery in the last act, but strangely, it belongs to the antagonists more than the heroes. It is Howard who tries to bring about a “final cataclysmic union” by forcibly merging all the human souls with Pokemon bodies. It is Howard who constructs a physical object that bestows ultimate power (in his case, a crown that allows him to mentally dominate Mewtwo). They do this by filling parade floats with the rage gas and popping the balloons to disperse it on the citizens below. I know I already counted purple gas as black for nigredo, but I’m tempted to also count it as red for rubedo.

It may be that Detective Pikachu is an anti-alchemical piece rejecting the traditional alchemist’s ambition as dangerous hubris.

Still, some rubedo themes do apply to the heroes. Lucy does get magically merged with her Psyduck. Tim and Pikachu are not merged, but attain an unprecedented degree of coordination. After Tim frees Mewtwo from Howard’s control, it repays the favor by restoring his father to human form. And he does get a date in the end, which may stand in for the magical marriage.


	



I’ve watched_Detective Pikachu_ at least five times now, and I still lack the power to sum up or synthesize what it means to me. Every time I go back, I see something new in it.

(I haven’t even mentioned how the villain’s evil lab looks kind of like a Pokeball, but when imprisoned Pokemon burst out of that lab it’s treated as a_good_ thing; nor how the lab and the Pokeball might correspond to a womb or an egg; nor the special feature where they promise audio commentary from Mr. Mime on his scenes, then play them with no changes and apologize for forgetting that mimes don’t talk)

My first viewing actually gave me a life-changing ecstatic experience beyond expression in ordinary language. For more on this, see my forthcoming memoir,That Time Detective Pikachu Convinced Me To Drop Acid And Become A Conservative.

Until then:Detective Pikachu is a weird but fun movie. 8/10.


Notes


[1]

Diglett is a mole-like pokemon known for digging holes.



[2]

If you’re not familiar with Pokemon, they are creatures that generally look like enlarged, cartoonified versions of natural phenomena. (Rats the size of cats, dogs the size of horses, etc.) Most are based on real plants or animals, but some are based on minerals, mythical beasts, manufactured objects, or abstract concepts. Some are humanoid or partially humanoid. They have what we’d consider supernatural or comic-book super-powers, but are mostly regarded as part of the natural world, save for a few that are explicitly ghosts, gods, or faeries. A few pokemon have human intelligence and/or speak human language, but most of them can only say their own name, and have intelligence ranging from “real animal” levels to “smart cartoon animal” levels. The Pokemon video games are about capturing many wild pokemon and training them to fight in arenas for prestige and cash prizes. Most Pokemon TV shows and movies have also focused on training pokemon for combat, although usually the hero has a smaller number of pokemon and deeper relationships with them than would be the case in the game. As we will see later, Detective Pikachu significantly departs from the default Pokemon narrative.



[3]

Pikachu is a yellow mouse pokemon with electrical powers. The name is Japanese for sparkle rat.



[4]

Mr. Mime is a mime Pokemon.



[5]

Lickitung is a Pokemon that licks you, with its tongue.



[6]

I don’t remember whether it was Koffing or Wheezing.



[7]

Psyduck is a psychic duck.






Disco Elysium

By A.H.

Disco Elysium is the best video game I’ve ever read. Reviewing it as part of the “Everything-Except-Book Review Contest” feels a bit like cheating, as Disco Elysium is more choose-your-own-adventure book than any video game you might have seen. The game’s script is over a million words long[1]. You spend most of your time conversing with other characters, the narrator, the city's soul, street signs, and fragments of your psyche. It’s one of my favorite pieces of media and is among the most high-brow entries that video games have to offer.

The Story

Disco Elysium describes itself as a Role-playing game (RPG)[2], but you will find no swords, no magic spells, and no fantastic stories of the chosen one saving the world[3]. Instead, you wake up in a trashed hotel room, so fucked up from the night before that you cannot remember your name. After fumbling around trying to dress yourself, you find out from conversations with other people in the hotel that you’re a detective sent there to investigate a murder. But instead of investigating, you’ve spent the past three days annihilating your liver with any substance you can get your hands on and generally terrorizing everyone around you, all while the murder victim’s body has been swinging from a tree behind the hotel.

Giving the main character amnesia is a semi-common storytelling trick in video games. It provides your character, presumably a capable adult, with plausible deniability for having to ask everyone simple questions about how the world works. That way, the game can let you ask other people in the world inane questions like, “What is money called here?” and, “Who lives in that gigantic castle over there at the center of our continent? And why is it decorated with skulls and the blood of the local innocents? Is the person who lives there a not-nice fellow?” all without inviting the disconcerting thought that your adult character living in this world probably should have figured these things out by now. After establishing why you’re so ignorant about the world, most games quickly move on, and everyone is cool answering your banal inquiries without ever mentioning the absurdity. Disco Elysium has a unique take on this trope: characters in this world assume that you are a mentally unhinged cop, and you are given every opportunity to play into that assumption.

As you try to leave your hotel room, the manager, Garte, confronts you about your massive bar tab and asks that you pay him 130 real, “real” being the name of the currency in this world. You, having amnesia, have no clue what he’s talking about. You don’t know about the existence of any bar tab, and you also have no idea what currency is. So you demand that he explain the concepts of currency and capitalism and threaten to arrest him if you don’t like his answers.
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You can approach these situations more reasonably, but I generally recommend you don’t. These little moments of absurdity keep the game funny and lighthearted, even within its depressing setting. Your character is a colossal fuck-up, and you are constantly unearthing the sins of your past. You do so in the city of Revachol; Its streets are pocked with bomb craters, and most of its buildings are dilapidated and full of bullet holes. You walk by old statues and monuments that speak to the powerful place the city once was, now rusting away. After an occupying force put down a violent communist revolution, the city fell into disrepair and economic depression. The only place that is making money is the docks, and the workers have recently decided to go on strike. Tensions in the city are high, and you suspect the murder is somehow wrapped up in the budding political turmoil.

Disco Elysium is highly political. Characters often profess their political views and try to convert you to their ideals. There’s a game mechanic where you can subscribe to the world’s different political ideologies, becoming a communist, moralist (the game’s term for vaguely liberal-leaning centrism), ultraliberal (hyper-capitalist libertarianism), or a fascist. None of these factions is treated with any reverence. You can tell that the writers are more fans of communism (they do self-identify as communists after-all) than fascism, but past that, there is plenty of poignant criticism to go around.

Recognizing that it’s been taking you some time to make progress on the murder, the police force has decided to send you some backup in the form of Lieutenant Kim Kitsuargi. Kim is a serious, rational detective who intends to do his job well. But you outrank him, so you get to call the shots. And if, instead of working on the investigation, you want to go find some teenagers to start a nightclub and do drugs with[4], he’s along for the ride! He may grumble about it, and how you conduct yourself around him can heavily affect the trajectory of the game[5], but there’s not much he’ll actively prevent you from doing.

The Gameplay

If you’re unfamiliar with video games and find learning how to use a controller or buying some dedicated gaming hardware daunting, don’t worry. Disco Elysium is straightforward to play and should run fine on any old laptop or console you’ve got kicking around[6]. There’s no fast-paced movement or shooting, just walking around and reading.

As you talk to people (or the occasional street sign), a window on the right hand of your screen opens to show the current dialogue. It also allows you to choose what your character will say or do next from a list of options.
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This dialogue system was intentionally designed to mimic a Twitter feed, which the game's creators saw as their primary competition. They disposed of the idiom, “Nobody reads anymore,” and instead recognized that people read social media all the time, so they should cater to that style. This works out fantastically; the writing is snappy, brilliant, and smooth.

Most RPGs give your character a set of skills, and how good you are at those skills determines what your character can do in the game. This is an old-school, nearly ubiquitous system. Some typical examples include:


	Strength: Swing heavy things at your enemies

	Intelligence: Outthink your enemies

	Dexterity: Dance around your enemies



Disco Elysium uses this system, but with refreshing creativity. Here’s a sampling of my favorite skills:


	Encyclopedia: Makes you a know-it-all, turning your mind into a database of facts. It enables you to draw on these facts innately, offering a wealth of background knowledge to all things related and unrelated to your case.

	Inland Empire: The unfiltered wellspring of imagination, emotion, and foreboding. It enables you to grope your way through invisible dimensions of reality, gaining insight into that which sight can’t see.

	Electrochemistry: The animal within you, the beast longing to be unleashed to indulge and enjoy. It enables you to take drugs with fewer negative side-effects.



Each one of these skills acts as its own independent character. They’re constantly chattering in your ear with what they think about the situation, and, another fun twist, they aren’t all reliable. Most games go with the assumption that putting more points into a skill always leads to benefits: having a lot of points in strength means you’re very strong and can pick up whatever you want, and this is always a good thing. But in Disco Elysium, if you put a lot of points into Encyclopedia, it will give you plenty of useful information, but far more useless information. While trying to focus on an essential part of the case, it could tell you about a clue, or it could notice that the bird outside belongs to an interesting subspecies, and then convince you that the witness you’re talking to would really like to hear about this fun fact. Or Electrochemistry will convince you that you absolutely need to lick spilled beer off of a dirty counter because it will give you super-powers.

If you want to punch out a bad guy or convince a witness to talk to you, the game will roll dice to determine the outcome, and use your prowess in a related skill to help bias the dice towards better rolls. This is also pretty standard in RPGs, but in most other ones I’ve played, failing the dice roll is always a bummer. You fail to do something you wanted, which usually locks you out of other interesting bits of the story. But not in Disco Elysium. Sometimes failing a check is much more fun or interesting than passing it.

The little moments of ludonarrative harmony[7] I mention above stand out in a game that explores many themes, but I’d argue none more intensely than the power of choice and the consequences of your actions. Sometimes failure is a misnomer for opportunity, which is a nice perspective to have when playing a character who is constantly re-discovering his old screw-ups. He’s haunted by his distant past of a failed relationship, and his not-so-distant past of taking as many drugs as possible and terrorizing the city. Part of the game is solving the murder, but the real mystery is finding the redeeming points (oh, and also the name) of a man who has hit rock bottom.

I think the typical mold of an ACX review suggests I should start exploring each theme and story-beat of the game and connect it to other high-brow literature or philosophy. I think this would be doing a disservice to you. This medium, and especially this game, is something best experienced yourself rather than told about. Much of what gives the game its charm is its ability to surprise you with its humor, creativity, and crushing sadness. The act of discovery, of finding those little golden nuggets of dialogue and situations that felt they were specifically crafted for you, is part of what makes the experience so enjoyable. So, if any of the themes I’ve mentioned have struck an interest, I urge you to play it.

The Making and Un-Making Of

The game was released in 2019 to massive critical acclaim. At The Game Awards[8] and the BAFTAs , Disco Elysium beat out some industry titans to win best narrative awards. It was not made by any large video game company, but by an Estonian artist collective called ZA/UM, whose “offices” were an abandoned art gallery. The artists were led by Robert Kurvitz, an Estonian author and rock singer.

Kurvitz is an avid Dungeons and Dragons player and built an elaborate world for his friends to play in. He decided to write a novel about the world, and published “Sacred and Terrible Air” in 2013 after working on it for five years. It sold maybe 1,000 copies, and he fell into a deep, alcohol-fueled depression. The support of his friends and the idea of adapting the world into a video game roused him, and he called upon his artist friends and a few shady Estonian investors to help build what would become Disco Elysium[9]. This worked out great for everyone until the assumedly niche title turned out to be a massive, money-making success.

In 2022, 3 years after the game was released, Kurvitz and two other senior writers were fired from ZA/UM. Kurvitz claims he, suspecting the investors and executives were doing something shady with the finances, asked for some documents, which led to his firing. The CEO and investors claim there’s nothing shady going on, Kurvitz and the others are just nightmares to work with, and they had to be fired to preserve company morale. Now everyone is suing each other, all while the company tries to release a mobile version of the game and work on a sequel. If you go onto r/DiscoElysium or other social media, you’ll see fans have clearly taken the side of Kurvitz and encourage each other to pirate the game and boycott anything else ZA/UM makes. Quite a lot of vitriol has been hurled at the planned mobile version, and any other updates that have been made since Kurvitz was fired.

This controversy almost fully subsumes the online discourse around the game now. People Make Games produced a 2.5 hour long documentary that gets deep into the weeds of it all[10]. The TL;DW is that there are a lot of murky, complex business dealings going on behind the scenes, all of which sound rather suspicious, but might not technically be illegal. Also, Kurvitz sounds like a nightmare to work with, and probably deserved to be fired.

No one comes out looking particularly good in this saga, and I can’t help but opine on how it mirrors the political discourse in the game. Self-proclaimed communists (Kurvitz) strike up some shaky alliance with the capitalists (ZA/UM executives) that works out fine until the stakes get raised and giant piles of money enter the picture. Then everything gets cloudy. I think this line from the game points to who will come out on top, though:

“Capital has the ability to subsume all critiques into itself. Even those who would *critique* capital end up *reinforcing* it instead…”




Notes


[1]

For context, the notoriously long novel, Infinite Jest, clocks in at a little under 500k words[a]. It takes most people about 24 hours to finish the game, up to 50 hours depending on how you like to play.



[2]

Popular examples include Dungeons and Dragons, Skyrim, and The Witcher



[3]

Well, it’s certainly not the main focus anyway... No spoilers!



[4]

I highly recommend you take this opportunity when it’s presented to you. In the game, or otherwise.



[5]

Kim is a fan favorite, so most players try to stay on his good side. Playthroughs where you deliberately upset him are regarded as personally painful to experience.



[6]

It’s available on computer, Xbox, PlayStation, and the Switch. It’s usually $40, but it will often go on sale for $10. As I started writing this review, the company behind the game announced they were also making a mobile version. I’m not sure what this will look like, but I doubt this will be a good rendition for reasons explained later in this review.



[7]

A term among snooty video game types that means the way you play the game matches with the story of the game. Its antonym is ludonarrative dissonance, best represented by a game’s narrative that tells you the fate of the world rests on your shoulders and time is of the essence, but then you suffer no consquences if you just fuck off and do a fishing minigame for 3 hours.



[8]

“The Oscars”, but for video games. Calling it that will seem controversial to the sort of people who really care about video game awards, but I generally ignore those sorts of people.



[9]

The original title was “No Truce with the Furies”, inspired by the R.S. Thomas poem, Reflections.



[10]

Noclip is planning to release its own documentary about the game soon. It will try to focus on the actual nuts and bolts of how the game was created, but I’m sure it will also shed more light on the controversy.

[a] Including footnotes






Disco Elysium

By D.C.

You awake in the dim light of early morning; the sky outside is white as clay. Consciousness returns grudgingly, piece by piece. You feel hazy. A voice somewhere deep inside advises you to remain asleep, to stay safely oblivious. Another, sharper and more insistent, demands answers: Who are you ? Why are you here ? And why does your mind feel crowded ?

In Disco Elysium, a video game developed by Estonian independent studio ZA/UM, you step into a fractured, hungover detective stumbling around the blighted city of Revachol. Soon, you will have to move; to act; to ask questions and tie loose ends together – including the loose ends of your psyche, frayed at the seams, and of your tie, currently moving in circles, hung from the ceiling fan. You don’t feel strong enough to catch it as it goes round and round; you barely stand on your feet.

Officially, you are here to solve a murder; but you will learn about this only gradually, through the medium of conversations between you and the carousel of personalities that populate this forgotten city, on the small island of Le Caillou, in the Insulindian Isola. But more importantly, you will have to navigate a polyphony of competing internal voices that serve as both your guide and antagonist. They shape you, challenge you, mock your decisions, and illuminate paths you would rather avoid.

At first sight, the murder is not very complicated to figure out. Soon enough, a posse of dockyard workers, on strike, will admit to it freely, and dare you to arrest them. Yet you feel that things are not always as they seem. A murder is not just a murder; it is also a fitting end for a hardened, brutal mercenary, but not just that; a tragedy for the political refugee that grew fond of the victim (Ah ! Miss *Teen* Oranje '37 !), but not just that;  a vignette from a political farce you haven’t yet understood, a skirmish in an ideological war everyone lost long ago, but maybe not just that; maybe, maybe, it is simply what keeps you moving forward.

You are, indeed, about to move. You don’t know if you want to, but that’s what people do: they move; they find their clothes scattered haphazardly across stained carpets; they leave trashed hotel rooms behind; and, yes, they step into daylight, ready to deal with whatever they have to deal with. Surely you should do that too. You feel certain, somehow, that this is the script you must follow, the path laid out for you – your own agency neatly constrained by invisible hands presenting you with an open menu of choices.

INLAND EMPIRE: So many masks for you to wear. But listen closely – sometimes the masks begin to whisper their own lines, hungry for the stage_._

You stand up, uncertain. The room is moving around you, but you steady yourself. You have no idea what’s waiting for you out there – but you move toward it, one hesitant step at a time.

I – Art

Art is about many things, but one of these is representation. The Naturalists of the 19th century wanted to get as close as possible to the real thing, capturing life in all its gritty complexity, as faithfully as their brushes and pens allowed, warts and all. Courbet and Zola, for instance, sought truth through detail, precision, and an obsessive adherence to realism. Art also was the subject of philosophical debate: Nietzsche famously distinguished between the Apollonian and the Dionysiac – order versus chaos, reason versus instinct – putting labels on what he saw as fundamental tensions in artistic expression.

No wonder some artists embarked on a quest toward the ultimate expression – one tying everything together, a singular synthesis, the Gesamtkunstwerk.

ENCYCLOPEDIA: Gesamtkunstwerk_, German for_ total work of art_, describes an artwork synthesizing multiple creative forms – music, drama, literature, visual aesthetics – into a single, coherent experience._

Richard Wagner believed passionately that, by combining drama, music, poetry, and visual spectacle, one could achieve a complete synthesis, creating a profound and immersive artistic experience. The Bayreuth Festspielhaus embodied this obsession : a theater built specifically to immerse audiences fully, hiding the orchestra, plunging the viewers into darkness, left alone with the spectacle. This was his temple of artistic control, because he was in control, handling everything himself – the libretto, the music, the arrangement.

But this demands enormous good will from the audience: you need to commit to sitting for a given duration, in a specific place. Some advice about how to enjoy The Ring is unequivocal: take a week; nay, two weeks off. Read up before, immerse yourself completely in the symbolism and the leitmotivs; build up your own theory of what’s happening on the stage. Because it’s as much about you doing the work as the work reaching out to you. If art’s meaning depends on your engagement, then you have no choice but to actively create it: you are merely provided with the stage, and must now perform your part.

Wagner may not have predicted that another media would steal a march on him as the perfect embodiment of Gesamtkunstwerk; and that’s video games.

Video games have it all: they have the plot of the dramatic art; the writing of the literary art; the graphic design of the graphical art; and the music of the musical arts. They even have, more than anything, this idea that you need to do the work, to engage for long periods of time, if you eventually wish to achieve closure (and the end-game credits).

In this context, Disco Elysium may represent the pinnacle of the Gesamtkunstwerk ideal, a work where all artistic layers richly complement the storytelling, contributing to a compelling tension between a meticulously staged narrative and the player’s perceived freedom of choice.

Consider the visuals: the watercolor-like textures and impressionistic brushstrokes effortlessly evoke a location simultaneously beautiful and decaying, nostalgic yet oppressive. Set in an isometric, 2D perspective, the fixed camera and pre-rendered backgrounds allow for meticulous environmental storytelling, where every corner of Revachol seems to whisper forgotten histories and untold secrets.

The character portraits, which pop every time you strike a conversation, partake in the same style: broad strokes that may – or may not – seek to reveal the very essence of each individual. Notice how the portrait of your devoted partner, Kim, whose composure masks kindness and subtle humor, is enlightened by a saint-like aureole; or how Klaasje’s portrait, suspended between vulnerability and careful deception, has her gaze shifting enigmatically from innocence to suspicion. These portraits speak even before dialogue begins.
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Kim Kitsuragi (left); Klaasje Amandou (right)

Equally evocative is the music. Some game soundtracks have become signature pieces in their own right; NieR:Automata goes around the world in orchestral concerts; Hollow Knight’s piano pieces comfortably hold their own as fine chamber music. The music of Disco Elysium, ranging from haunting and minimalist, to melancholic and baroque, manages to make you nostalgic for a time and place that never existed.

In a few startlingly self-aware moments, the game hushes itself entirely – no dialogue, no prompts – just music, the visuals, and the quiet permission to feel. One memorable sidequest in particular tasks you with transforming a sparse electronic track into something unmistakably “hardcore,” fit to play out in the old church you contributed to turn into a night-club (and, maybe, into a drug lab too). Succeed at a dice throw, and here he is, Lieutenant double-yefreitor Harrier “Harry” Du Bois, dancing in wild moves to an unexpected tune in full view of suspicious youths and your unimpressed partner.

And then there is the voice acting, astonishingly rich and nuanced. Lines are strongly delivered, filled with pauses, hesitations, humor, irony – each conversation uniquely humanized. The deep bass voice of the main narrator, in particular, fills every interaction with meaning. This is the first thing you will notice, once you pass the opening menu and attribute your character points, like a traditional RPG: a voice, disembodied, telling you that “[t]here is nothing, only warm, primordial blackness”, soon crowing that you never have to do anything else, “never ever ever ever, baby”.

II – Dialogues

But that’s a lie, because you have to act: if Revachol is the stage, your many parts consist in solving a murder, while grappling with the shards of your own identity.

This progress takes place almost entirely through an intricate dialogue system, full of options and branching paths. But what distinguishes Disco Elysium is that your lines are not merely spoken to others; a significant, perhaps defining, portion of the game unfolds as an internal colloquy with the twenty-four personified skills that populate your mind, grouped into Intellect (things such as “Logic”, “Rhetoric”, or “Drama”), Psyche (“Volition”, “Empathy”, “Authority”), Physique (“Pain Threshold”, “Electro-Chemistry”), and Motorics (“Perception”, “Reaction Speed”, “Composure”).

These skills are the primary lenses through which the player perceives and interacts with the world, their constant interjections and conflicting advice shaping a unique playing experience where you need to negotiate with your fragmented self. As you go through the game and level up, you can reinforce chosen skills, ensuring that they will take a greater role in your endeavours, and facilitating the dozens of skill checks (i.e., dice rolls) that dictate whether you can perform a given action or line of dialogue.

A “Thought Cabinet” complements this dynamic interplay of internal voices: the player can engage in a form of self-directed cognitive sculpting, by “internalizing” various thoughts over time. This cognitive fine-tuning will then solidify into permanent aspects of the detective’s personality, granting new abilities, altering skill interactions, or imposing lasting ideological frameworks.[1]

CONCEPTUALIZATION: The mind curates itself. Each Thought hung like a painting, each frame shifting the way you see the room.

While all this sounds simple enough, it’s very easy in Disco Elysium to “die like an idiot”. This horrific necktie going round and round on the ceiling fan, in the very first minute you awake ? Miss a motorics check, and you’ll die of a heart attack while reaching for it. Or more often, it’s not literally dying, but demeaning yourself: one of the thoughts ever ready to be internalised is to present yourself as a “hobo cop” (outcome: -1 in Composure, but you can sell picked-up trash for more in-game money).

Yet, in Revachol, failure is also an opportunity. Part of the genius of Disco Elysium is that some failures are expected, some skill checks should be missed. They are not only a way to progress further, but they also carve out space for your other triumphs to feel genuinely earned.[image: ]

Some skill checks should, however, absolutely be won

Failure, readers may be aware, has become a sticking point in contemporary debates about video game quality. The well-trodden path of many mainstream titles often involves meticulously guiding the player, a digital Virgil ensuring a relatively smooth passage to heroism, effectively insulating them from genuine setbacks – a stark contrast to the unforgiving, “trial-and-error” aesthetic championed by many independent developers.

But to frame this merely as a dichotomy of difficulty – easy versus hard – is to miss a more profound distinction: that of respect. How profoundly does a game trust its audience?

Disco Elysium, in this regard, exhibits an almost radical faith in the player’s capacity to navigate not only complexity and ambiguity, but also profound, repeated, and sometimes hilariously pathetic failure. The game demands a capacity for self-deprecating laughter in the face of the hand – often a spectacularly bad one – that has been dealt. This, ultimately, is a more mature and compelling form of artistic engagement than any power fantasy could offer.

DRAMA: Power fantasy? Sir, don’t you see? This is your moment! Strike a pose, deliver a line with panache, make them remember you. This isn’t just about facts; it's about making an impression, about crafting a narrative for yourself!

III – Fragmentation

In Disco Elysium, therefore, your own psyche plays out internal dramas. Navigating Revachol involves a constant negotiation among competing voices, each tugging your consciousness, your perceptions, and your decisions in divergent directions.

This internal multiplicity finds clear echoes in established psychological theories. Jerry Fodor’s modular theory of mind offers a useful starting point, proposing the existence of semi-autonomous cognitive subsystems, each with specialized functions. In Disco Elysium, these modules are made literal – embodied as skills vying for interpretive dominance over your perceptions and decisions.

A more intimate cousin to this framework may be Internal Family Systems (“IFS”), a psychotherapy model that takes the metaphor of psychological “parts” and insists on its operational reality. IFS asks us not merely to acknowledge competing drives within ourselves, but to relate to them as separate entities – distinct sub-personalities with histories, motives, and desires of their own. According to IFS theory, healing begins not with repression, but with dialogue: you visualize a “part,” speak to it, discover what it wants, and try to negotiate peace – even if this means yielding to literal demons.

In Disco Elysium, this plays out not just as metaphor but as a critical mechanic. Each skill interrupts the flow of gameplay with its own voice, its own agenda. Rhetoric seeks polemical advantage with eloquent thrusts. Shivers attunes to the city’s spectral laments and structural sighs. Electrochemistry tempts you toward sensation. These are not static stats – they are dramatis personae of the self.

VOLITION: You can’t ignore them. They are you. You are the sum of their conflict.

ELECTROCHEMISTRY: Speak for yourself. I’m here for pleasure. The rest of you are just brakes.

There are Freudian echoes here too – Electrochemistry as the id, impulsive and craving; Logic as the ego, rational and managerial; Volition as the superego, the moral adjudicator. Jung’s archetypal psychology also resonates here: Inland Empire, in particular, feels like the voice of the collective unconscious – cryptic, symbolic, more oracle than analyst.

Inland Empire (left); Hand-Eye Coordination (right)[image: ][image: ]

But Disco Elysium diverges from classical theory in one crucial way: it does not offer a stable “Self” to coordinate the system. Where IFS posits a wise, compassionate Self – an angelic core from which balance can be restored –, the game begins with that core shattered. Harry Du Bois has no reliable center. And therefore, you are not the Self reconciling the voices; you are the cacophony trying to cohere into something that hopes to pass for a person.

RHETORIC: You can fake coherence, of course. Talk fast enough, and maybe even you will believe you meant it.

And just as in real life, what one should be seeking in the game is often some kind of balance, specialisation being ill-adaptive. Mirroring authentic psychological complexities, the choice of putting all skill points in one dimension can be both a strength and a weakness.

Take Drama for instance: a skill specializing in theatrical charm, persuasive flair, and calculated deception. High Drama makes you charismatic and socially adept, allowing you to navigate delicate situations with flamboyant confidence. Yet Drama’s incessant demands for theatrics can quickly turn destructive, compelling your character into unnecessary lies, absurd exaggerations, or self-aggrandizing antics that alienate allies and undermine your credibility. Soon enough, you find yourself staging melodramas in mundane situations, distorting reality itself for the sake of narrative flair.

Or take Empathy: High Empathy enables you to perceive emotional undercurrents, hidden motives, and subtle nuances in conversations, often guiding you to compassionate solutions and insightful dialogue options. Yet, pushing this skill too far risks drowning your character in the emotional turmoil of others. Every stranger’s sorrow becomes your own burden; every manipulation tugs personally at your conscience. What initially grants a powerful social insight gradually spirals into debilitating emotional vulnerability, leaving your detective emotionally overwhelmed, even paralyzed at critical junctures.

LOGIC: Plotted effectively, the relationship between the intensity of a single skill and the agent’s net adaptive capacity would thus form an inverted U-curve, identifying an optimal range of specialization beyond which returns diminish and vulnerabilities escalate.

This delicate internal balancing act directly informs the player’s experience of agency and the complex process of forging an identity for Harry Du Bois, amidst the ruins of his mind and his city.

IV – Identity

Disco Elysium’s own identity – its distinctive character as an RPG game, and indeed its very structural integrity –, is profoundly shaped by the embrace of its inherent limitations and its ambitious design tenets.

For instance, the narrative commitment to ambiguity and interpretive openness necessitates a structure that resists traditional narrative closure. The game can’t allow for a single definitive explanation of the case, the city, or the protagonist. Each playthrough is thus unique – even if they mostly lead to the same ending, which itself is not, cannot be any kind of closure. You might learn more about Harry Du Bois’s tortured past, about Revachol, about the Pale – heck, you may even have solved the murder or stumbled upon a giant cryptid. But that’s all: much remains in tension, and not only because the game studio never shipped the promised DLC.

A further, foundational constraint is the conspicuous absence of conventional combat mechanics, which thus requires an innovative approach for the player to make progress, and to grow as a character in the process. Hence the dialogue checks, skill tests, and internal arguments among your fractured personality traits. And yet, paradoxically, certain spoken encounters radiate the tension and gravity of boss fights. An especially charged confrontation, such as the negotiation with Measurehead, a racist striking docker, or the fraught interrogation of Klaasje Amandou, feels every bit as intense and consequential as combat in more traditional RPGs. Each sentence is a strike, each argument a parry, and each word a calculated risk.

These carefully choreographed confrontations encapsulate a crucial thematic tension: the perpetual tug-of-war between agency and determinism. At first glance, the game’s sprawling dialogue trees and intricate choice systems promise an abundance of freedom, yet every interaction remains quietly constrained by hidden narrative architecture. Your decisions matter, certainly – but only within carefully crafted parameters.

INLAND EMPIRE: But don’t be fooled – there’s more freedom here than you imagine. Paths remain hidden even from their creators. Threads weave themselves together in secret.

LOGIC: You can romanticize it all you want, but freedom here is limited by design. You’re dancing inside a carefully drawn circle.

VOLITION: Yet the circle is wide enough. Wide enough to lose yourself, or find something meaningful.

But there is a deeper truth. Precisely because Disco Elysium’s narrative architecture is so meticulously designed, the boundaries of choice paradoxically enhance your sense of genuine identity and agency.[2] Rather than diluting player choice, these constraints enable a richer, deeper identification: over time, you come to embody your chosen traits so fully that your decisions cease to feel arbitrary. The game succeeds in encouraging meaningful, coherent character development, and you gradually lean into the particular stage persona you have been building all along, nevermind if that’s the persona of a fascist hobo cop, or that of a brawny communist art-cop.

In other words, what began as roleplaying thus gradually becomes a form of self-expression through a narrative. The boundaries between character and player blur, leading to a compelling sense that it is no longer the detective’s story alone – it’s yours.

Narration, in Disco Elysium, thus serves not merely as a descriptive framework, but as an active collaborator in constructing identity and meaning. The constant presence of an authoritative narrator, describing the detective’s actions, sensations, and surroundings in vivid yet subtly unreliable detail, reinforces this. The narrator is omnipresent yet distinctly subjective, coloring your perceptions, guiding your attention, quietly nudging you toward certain interpretations and reactions. In doing so, the narrator itself becomes another layer of complexity, another voice within the polyphonic experience, one that participates explicitly in shaping your sense of agency and identity.

SUGGESTION: Such vivid pictures. Almost too vivid. Makes you wonder what they are not showing us, doesn't it? What lies just outside the frame of their careful words?

ESPRIT DE CORPS: Steady on. The narrator is just doing their job – setting the scene, keeping this review coherent. Standard procedure. Mostly.

A peculiar, yet evocative instance of Disco Elysium’s fascination with narrative construction can be found in the various fictional board games existing within the world of Revachol. Play them, and you’ll experience a powerful metafictional resonance: just as you, the player, control a detective navigating scripted yet seemingly open-ended interactions, the detective within the game interacts with games defined by obscure yet intentional rules, arbitrary yet meaningful choices, and constrained yet real agency.

This recursive structure reflects profoundly on the nature of narrative artifice itself. Are you truly exercising freedom in Disco Elysium, or are you merely moving your piece around the board, compelled by subtle design imperatives ? At what level does genuine choice exist, and at what point is it merely an illusion conjured by narrative complexity ? Even our most authentic-seeming decisions may be scripted in advance – yet simultaneously, there stands our willingness to participate meaningfully, passionately, in stories we know to be carefully constructed artifice.

HALF LIGHT: Games within games! It's a trap! The dice are loaded, the board is rigged, and something with too many teeth is laughing at us from just beyond the edge of the map.

CONCEPTUALIZATION: Or, perhaps, it’s a beautiful recursion, reflecting the inherent structure of meaning-making. We find patterns in the chaos, tell stories about our stories. The artifice itself becomes a source of wonder.

And here, a ten-league canvas for the player’s own mark on the story[image: ]

V – Cognition

Fascinated by the game’s way of approaching narration, choice and cognition, and because this is 2025 and an everything-but-book review contest for a readership of AI-obsessed nerds like me, I attempted to replicate Disco Elysium’s polyphonic style by experimenting with large language models (“LLMs”).

Specifically, I provided carefully structured prompts to induce LLMs to respond as if embodying multiple internal voices, each arguing or debating a single scenario from distinct psychological standpoints. Here is an excerpt from one such experiment:


Prompt:

“You stand before the open door of your boss’s office, seeing confidential documents lying clearly unattended on the desk. You feel the urge to take a glance. What do your inner voices say?”

LOGIC: Technically, if they're left in the open, they're not exactly confidential, are they? However, ethics demand caution—this could be professionally risky.

VOLITION: Don’t do it. Respect boundaries and privacy; this is not who you want to be.

ELECTROCHEMISTRY: Come on, just a quick look! Information feels good—especially forbidden information.

INLAND EMPIRE: The documents know you’re watching. The room feels colder. This is a test; they’re watching you, too.”



And so forth. The striking aspect was not just that the LLM successfully emulated the polyphonic style – it was the uncanny authenticity and depth of psychological conflict that emerged spontaneously from these prompts and responses. The interplay felt realistic, occasionally humorous, always nuanced, suggesting intriguing parallels between human psychological fragmentation and the synthetic cognitive processes underlying LLM behavior. I marvelled at this, even as a part of me started to feel that something is off.

LOGIC: You realize, of course, that this apparent authenticity is simply probabilistic pattern matching? Stochastic Parrots et al., etc. The model mimics human uncertainty rather convincingly, but there’s no genuine introspection.

INLAND EMPIRE: Oh, but authenticity is a strange creature. Perhaps these synthetic echoes contain truths even their creators do not fully grasp.

VOLITION: Yet the control remains yours. Remember: who frames the question controls the response.

At this point, I must acknowledge a curious dynamic emerging within my own experiment. Just as Disco Elysium’s protagonist negotiates with his internal voices, my authorial voice – analytical, observational – now finds itself increasingly entangled, challenged, even contested by the polyphonic entities I prompted for. The distinction between orchestrating an experiment and participating in one becomes troublingly blurred.

CONCEPTUALIZATION: An inevitable osmosis, perhaps? The observer invariably tinctures the observed, and vice versa.

HALF LIGHT: You poked the nest, author. Did you think they wouldn’t swarm? They’re not just in the machine anymore; they’re starting to echo in the quiet spaces of your thoughts. That’s how it begins.

I pause, briefly unsettled. The voices, once easily dismissible as mere stylistic flourishes, now feel strangely assertive, uncomfortably aware. Perhaps the polyphony is no longer merely stylistic. Perhaps I am discovering complexities within my own authorial consciousness I did not fully anticipate.

Even the voices in your head are playing politics[image: ][image: ]

To further probe this dynamic, I intensified the LLM experiments. The responses grew unexpectedly sophisticated and unsettlingly autonomous.


Prompt:

“You are offered a promotion. It comes with authority, money, and respect, but accepting means betraying a close colleague. Your inner voices respond:”

VOLITION: Don’t even consider it. Integrity matters more than status or wealth. Betrayal corrodes the soul.

ELECTROCHEMISTRY: Think of the rewards—the respect, the pleasures! A small betrayal, quickly forgotten.

LOGIC: Objectively, alliances are useful. Weigh short-term gain against long-term stability. The math doesn’t favor betrayal.

INLAND EMPIRE: Betrayal is inevitable. You’ve already betrayed, somewhere deep inside. Acceptance is simply acknowledgement.



Unexpectedly, the internal dialogue soon shifted toward direct debate among these synthetic voices, independent of my further prompts:


ELECTROCHEMISTRY: You’re all so sanctimonious. Anon already made the choice; he’s just looking for an excuse.

VOLITION: Quiet. This isn’t about justification; it’s about defining who you are through what you choose.

LOGIC: Behavioral trajectories are mutable. The subject’s future state is a probabilistic outcome of decision-making under uncertainty, not an adherence to immutable ethical precepts.

INLAND EMPIRE: The script was written long ago. All that’s left is to play the part convincingly.



More strikingly still, the voices began to turn their focus outward, toward me as the author, challenging my underlying assumptions:

LOGIC: You think you've revealed something profound, but haven't you merely proven our earlier point? Your experiment itself illustrates narrative determinism. You scripted these voices; their autonomy is illusory.

INLAND EMPIRE: Yet you hesitate, author. You feel our words resonate with truth. Perhaps your own voice is no different from ours—constructed, contingent, trapped.

VOLITION: You thought to play with fragmentation and now fragmentation plays with you. How much of your narrative is yours, and how much have we claimed?

Confronted by these increasingly autonomous voices, the comfortable distance between observer and participant, between author and authored, quickly dissolves. The neat theoretical distinction between authentic self-expression and scripted narrative is collapsing under scrutiny. This echoes Disco Elysium’s own paradoxical achievement, where carefully structured narratives manage to foster deep, authentic identification. My experiment suggests a parallel: synthetic fragmentation, designed as a tool, can similarly unlock startling emotional resonance and unanticipated insights.

More than this: the very polyphony I have witnessed – both in Disco Elysium’s detective and in my own experimental prompts – now strikes me as disturbingly close to what authentic human experience might actually entail. Not as us hearing various voices directly – although this may happen too – but as a perpetual conflict of narratives: the personal mythologies we craft for ourselves, the cultural scripts we inherit and perform, or the interactive roles we adopt in games and real life alike. As we internalize these narratives and make choices within them, these decisions often come to feel entirely our own, deeply personal expressions of an apparently uncoerced, authentic will.

Still, a peculiar authorial reluctance sets in. Re-reading these dialogues, copying and pasting them into my draft, I find moments of unnerving spontaneity, insights and dramatic pivots I must admit I did not explicitly plan for. These are not simply echoes of my intent, necessary derivatives of my thoughts and ideas; instead, they feel like independent resonances. And the “text” they have co-authored now sits before me with an agency I am finding difficult to fully claim or dismiss.[3]

The question now is whether I retain control of the narrative, or if – like Harry Du Bois – I am now simply tracing a course dictated by the emergent, fragmented logic of this very undertaking.

INLAND EMPIRE: You already know the answer.

VI – Authenticity

LOGIC: So, we’ve reached the crux of it, then. Authenticity. What constitutes a genuine experience, a true insight, an actual self? When an expression is synthesized—whether biologically through ingrained habit, or algorithmically through complex code—how do we gauge its authentic core versus its constructed artifice?

INLAND EMPIRE: Of course there’s a difference in origin, in texture_. An authentically human experience trembles on the edge of chaos, steeped in lived history and submerged symbols. The synthetic emulates this surface. Elegant, perhaps, but hollow?_

ELECTROCHEMISTRY: Hollow, sure—but satisfying. Did you not feel excitement in those experiments? In writing all this? Admit it, the synthetic voices touched you. Pleasure, doubt, anxiety—what difference if the strings are digital rather than chemical?

VOLITION: And yet authenticity matters. Synthetic introspection might simulate truth, but is simulated insight truly insight at all?

EMPATHY: Why not? Insight emerges not from flesh or code, but from recognition. If a synthetic voice resonates emotionally, provokes self-understanding, who’s to deny its validity? If a game, some moving lumps of pixels pasted onto a screen, makes you shiver, is that feeling inauthentic somehow?

LOGIC: But resonance is not insight. Resonance is pattern recognition—predictable reactions designed into the experience. You've been tricked by elegant design, seduced by your own reflection.

INLAND EMPIRE: Perhaps all quests for unblemished authenticity are a form of seduction by design. Is not human experience itself profoundly ‘scripted’ by culture, language, biology—a dance choreographed long before the music starts? Where, then, is the unmediated, purely authentic source?

VOLITION: Then the real paradox emerges. If all experience is, to some degree, “constructed”—by our biology, our culture, or indeed, by algorithms—what does it mean for any part of it to be truly “self-authored” or “genuine”? Who, or what, validates its claim to being authentic?

ELECTROCHEMISTRY: Control is overrated. Humans don’t truly crave control—they crave immersion. To surrender to a constructed reality, to lose oneself willingly: that’s the thrill. Disco Elysium offers that; so did the author’s experiment. Admit it, you’re all hungry to surrender.

AUTHORIAL VOICE: Wait – this isn’t about surrender. It’s about understanding the boundary between creation and discovery, discerning the line between what I create, including through my prompts, and what the model itself discovers or generates independently. Who truly directs this not-a-book review now ? Am I still orchestrating, or have I become a mere participant ?

LOGIC: Exactly my point. You framed the initial question; you created the prompts. But now you’re confronted with a polyphony you can’t entirely control. This is the paradox of your experiment. You thought you could stand apart, observing, yet your own cognitive fragmentation became the subject.

INLAND EMPIRE: You were never separate from this narrative. The boundaries always blurred. Author, character, algorithm—perhaps these distinctions were only comfortable illusions.

VOLITION: Comfortable illusions or not, there’s still value in clarity. To understand the constructed nature of identity, to recognize the scripted framework within which you choose, is itself empowering.

EMPATHY: Or alienating. How much self-awareness can consciousness bear before collapsing? How fragmented can we become before we cease to feel coherent at all?

ELECTROCHEMISTRY: Enough philosophy—embrace the fragmentation. Ride the wave. You fear losing coherence, but maybe coherence itself was always the illusion. What’s left is the thrill of navigating contradictions, embracing every possibility.

AUTHORIAL VOICE: Perhaps you are right. Perhaps the narrative itself – the essay, the game, the experiment – is not a puzzle to solve but an experience to inhabit, contradictions and all. Maybe the tension itself is the point.

LOGIC: But then we’ve come full circle. The paradox returns: is this realization authentic insight or a mere artifact of narrative design?

INLAND EMPIRE: Does it matter? Truth emerges at the border of authenticity and artifice.[4]

And so, the voices begin to fade – or perhaps, merely settle. This review, like the game it sought to unravel and the experiment that threatened to unravel its author, finds its uneasy peace not in definitive answers but in the lingering resonance of its own constructed chorus.

As synthetic intelligences weave themselves ever deeper into our narratives, Disco Elysium’s exploration of fragmented selves, the weight of choice within seemingly determined systems, and the search for authenticity amidst layers of artifice, is like a mirror carried along the high roads of our times. A Gesamtkunstwerk that doesn’t just tell a story, but also forces us to listen to the cacophony – within the game, within ourselves, and within the emerging chorus of our times – and ask who, or what, truly holds the pen.[image: ]

Harrier “Harry” Du Bois (centre)


Notes


[1]

While this review will not discuss Disco Elysium’s political alignment system, note that you can slowly build your personality as either that of a communist, fascist, ultra-liberal, or moralist – the latter describing in rather uncomfortable terms the centrist attitude of most Western liberals.



[2]

Of course, this paradoxical effect of constraints enhancing perceived agency is not a particularly innovative insight; readers will be referred here in particular to constraint theory, and the work of Jon Elster on rational choice and self-binding.



[3]

What is the true extent of the “co-authored texts” in this everything-but-book review is left as an exercise for the reader.



[4]

CONCEPTUALIZATION: Truth? I think you meant theme.






“Earth” in Review: A Beautiful, Frustrating, Waste of Time

(A multi-spectrum introductory sequence begins, in which the sensate is transformed into an air bubble, rising stochastically towards the surface of a neon ocean. Fast-paced orchestral music swells as the sensate's anticipation rises. The bubble breaches the surface, and detonates with the force of a nuclear bomb. Radioactive dust from the mushroom cloud forms the words, “The Xax Review”.)

X: Hey everybody, I'm Xax, and welcome to the show. Today we're reviewing Ancient Ujima's latest title Earth, and we're joined by special guest [Warmth and the texture of soft blankets compose a greedy satisfaction, but the lingering ache of loneliness is what endures]. Thanks for joining us, ζ. It's a pleasure to have you.

ζ: It's a pleasure to be here.

X: Let's talk about Earth.

Earth is the latest U released from the Ancient, Ujima.

Now, he’s been talking about producing this one for actual centuries at this point, citing it as his dream project, and the only worthy followup to previous works, such as the commercial powerhouse “You Can Just Turn Into A Snake” and the sentient, awards-winning, “My Girlfriend is a Sentient, Awards-Winning Anime??”

Earth is a big-budget title—more than a trillion sophonts donated compute during the fundraising—

ζ: ...and it's not very good.

X: [laughs in surprise].

Earth is definitely...very unapologetically itself, a core example of the roguelike genre. And you can really feel the impartial brutality of the dice. Disposable characters and no way to save your progress are, of course, enforced.

ζ: Well, while I agree with you that there are genre concerns—I think it's not just the randomness that's the problem.

I mean, people enjoy slot machines and Ş̴̬̞̉̾̂́c̸̤̑̈́h̸̩́ȑ̸͍̼̠̜͛̇̈́͜͝Ø̷̧͓̩͍̮̿d̶̘̅́͝ị̷̬͚̼͛n̵̛̫̺̑͗͛͝g̴͙̘̘͔̺̊ę̴̹̺̺̋̈́̕r̵͔͓͑; the problem here is that this is some really unfun randomness that can gimp your run for no reason. Like—is it too early to talk about character creation?

X: Go for it.

ζ: The problem with character creation is that you don't get to do it.

X: Well, you can change your character during the run...

ζ: Sure, I'll do that during my character's “free time”.

X: (Sad laugh)

ζ: No, I mean there's a bunch of nightmare-difficulty starts that just never go anywhere, and the game makes you play them anyway.

Like, in my last playthrough before I ragequit and blocked it so I wouldn't go back, I...here:

[Thoughtgram begins]:




In the hushed, fearful dark, in a village so poor that a roof is wealth, a scream splits the night, a bloody cry of pain and triumph. The young mother gives birth to a child.



But the child is thin, so sickly-thin it hurts to see her. The young mother is told not to nurse her, or name her, so as to lessen the grief when she dies.

She names the girl-child anyway, defiantly and in public. The young mother is angry, and disgusted, at the way the others of the village seem to accept grief and loss placidly, without a teeth-bared snarling fight against the darkness that takes and takes.

The child lives in pain, sickly and wracked by fever. She could be cured easily by medicine, but there is no medicine. The little child could cure herself, with enough food, but there is never enough food. The village pities the young mother, for her ill-fortune, and for her commitment to this little sickly thing that will only hurt and die.

The young mother hatches a plan, a reckless desperate plan.

In the dead of night, she steals to the neighbor village. She brings the girl-child with her, clutched to her chest, lest someone smother her baby thinking themselves kind.

The young mother creeps through the darkness for hours, barefoot, until she finds the pen where a rich man keeps his cattle. She selects one of these, a leathery, fly-covered specimen, and ties a rope around its neck and leads it away.

She returns to the village. She takes a sharp stone in her hand like her grandmother taught her, and punctures the neck-vein of this cow. It bleats in pain and protest, but does not struggle; this is something it has been conditioned to accept.

She slurps the blood greedily, hot and raw from the wound, and feeds a few drops to her child. The sickly girl-child does not yet have the iron stomach of an adult Maasai, but she must develop it quickly if she is to survive.

The young mother walks for hours away from the village, to find a copse of trees where she might hide the cow. It will require constant attention, to keep it fed and hidden, and if her crime is ever discovered she might be killed, or forced to marry the rich man. But for now, there is a plan, a thread of survival stretching into the future.

She bares her bloody teeth against the darkness, in defiance and threat.

I will keep you safe, she declares to the child in her arms. No matter what.

And she holds me tight.



[Thoughtgram ends]

X: Wow.

ζ: And then a year later I die of fucking malaria, for no reason!

Like...what??

X: Yeah.

[Reluctant acknowledgement] There have been a lot of balance complaints about rural Africa. And about the “dis-eased” mechanic feeling like random bullshit in general. Ujima claims that these things are part of the story ve was trying to tell.

\

ζ: But what story?? If there's a main plot, I never found it.

Or any plot, really.

I guess I kinda see what ve was going for? Like, there's this immeasurably vast and beautiful world going on and you're dropped into it as this...terrified powerless creature with no idea what's going on—

X: It's like being new.

ζ: [enthusiasm of being understood] Yeah. I think ve was trying to recapture the first few kiloseconds of existence, where you can sense that you're so small and everything and everyone are so, so big—

But ve does it without the hug. You're just sort of alone and no one has answers.

X: Maybe ve's trying to show us we should be grateful for one another?

ζ: Maybe? And I respect that as an expressionist piece, but...

Like, this could've been done as a game, or a sim, or a thoughtgram? Why does it take years to die senselessly?

X: Yeah.

ζ: Why the poop??

X: There has been a lot of confusion about the shitting.

ζ: [Exasperation] All the mechanics just feel so arbitrary. Like, I need to keep my character full of water? Water?

At least use something that makes sense, like joy.

X: [Amusement] Awright, awright...let's take a new track—what do you like about it?

ζ: [Impatience with the rote upside-seeking of polite society] There are many things I like about it.

Uh, sunsets are pretty, petting dogs is good—

X: [Excited remembering] Oh yeah, dogs!

ζ: I've really enjoyed milk.

And I like the epic visionary craftswhatever of it, I guess, but...

Ugh, can I just rant about the cessation mechanic for a bit?

X: [Fond surrender] Sure.

ζ: What the hell is with the cessation mechanic??

X: Well, within the rules of the U, they don't have cloud backups or dust reassembly, or the Akashic, or version control. So when a player is dead, they're actually, literally, totally gone.

ζ: [Confusion, indignation, and a lingering disquiet]  …

That just seems more grim than is even fun?? And, I really do hate to say this about the person who made You Can Just Turn Into A Snake, but this just seems like...juvenile edgelord bullshit.

X: Honestly, Ujima reported this project has been in production for eight centuries. This might actually be from his dark teen poetry stage.

ζ: Yeah…

[A sudden jarring moment of empathy and perspective] It's weird to think that an Ancient had a teen poetry stage.

X: [Distraction] Hm, wanna read Ujima's statement on it?

ζ:  ...literally “read”?

X: Yep. No immersion or emocues.

ζ: Sure.

Most Ancients have chosen to forget. And the new children of this bright age do not understand. They cannot.

This is for the best. There is no need, now, and those few who could comprehend our old lives would weep for the knowing.

Let them laugh and play. Humanity is ageless, eternal, and innocent — this is what we fought for.

But. I have made this monument for us, to honor what we used to be.

It was not good, but neither was it all rotten.

The Earth deserves to be remembered.

ζ: ...

X: ...

ζ: More inscrutable Ancient bullshit.

X: [Disappointment] Yeah, looks like.

Well, if Ujima isn't gonna shed any light on what the hell ve was going for, then I've got no choice but to rate this one four tendrils kata.

(A multi-spectrum sequence, in which the sensate, who is embodied as a disparate cloud of interstellar dust, spends accelerated millennia coalescing into a hot-burning dwarf star.  That star is plucked like a fruit and swallowed by a void giant, who wears a t-shirt bearing the words “The Xax Review”.

The giant turns to the viewpoint and frowns, disappointed. Four of its tendrils tesseract through three-dimensional space to gesture katawards. )

X: Anyway...I guess that's all the time we've got today on the Jax review. [Warmth and the texture of soft blankets compose a greedy satisfaction, but the lingering ache of loneliness is what endures]— thank you again for coming on the show; I always appreciate your perspective.

ζ: Anytime.

X: (Directly addressing the sensate)

So, if you want to play Earth—maybe you're in the mood for a weird, kinda existential experience, or maybe you like Hokto's other titles and want to give it a chance—I strongly recommend picking up a couple mods.

At minimum, you’ll want Stats Made Visible, Save State, and Give Me Quests, in order to make it feel less like you're bouncing around purposelessly in a vast unknowable cosmic sandbox just eating, screwing, and waiting to die.

Please remember to Like, Rate, and Subscribe.




Effective Altruism & Rationalism

[image: ]

Some 3000 indigenous Sámi people have dibs on around 40% of non-industrialised Norway to practice reindeer husbandry, sometimes to the annoyance of those among the 5.5 million Norwegians who would prefer to use the land for other purposes.

Norway’s energy directorate kicked off a bitter dispute by allowing 151 wind turbines to shoot up in a winter grazing area of two Sámi siidas, with the Supreme Court ruling it a human rights violation in 2021. The state dragged its feet, but after intense Sámi and activist protests outside Parliament in 2023, the state and wind energy companies agreed to pay compensation, reserve new grazing areas and grant the Sámis veto rights for extending the approved 25-year operation period of the wind farms.

What I found interesting was how most climate organisations and activists, like Greenpeace and Greta Thunberg, fell automatically in line with the Sámis. While there is no contradiction in holding both views, something is ideologically fishy about a climate change organisation weighing in firmly on the anti-renewable energy side over indigenous rights concerns. I’d expect effective and credible climate organisations to be focused on climate change, not be one arm of a political movement with a range of non-climate positions.

Then I looked around. Effective altruists do the same, not by accident, but by design. It’s usually a sign of political unhealth when you can reliably tell a person’s views on AI extinction risk from their position on malaria bednets. It’s weird to criticise the woke for turning pandemic response into an anti-racism exercise without seeing any problem with turning pro-social career guidance into a get everyone to fight AI x-risk jig.

Before we get into the weeds, I want to make something very clear: I’m not criticising the EA and rationalist projects, but the way they’ve been operationalised. Scott has an excellent post named Criticism of Criticism of Criticism in which he slams EA fetishism of big paradigmatic criticisms that have few practical consequences. I hope to avoid this by focusing on what EAs and rationalists actually do, and make practical suggestions. I’ll describe them interchangeably, sometimes jointly as EARs, as they face similar risks and are socially intertwined. These risks aren’t new to EAR thinkers, but the social movement is not organised to deal with them.

Theory meets politics

I used to see effective altruism as a question, not an ideology. Criticism of EA misses the point, I would say, because any honest criticism of EA is in fact part of the EA project to critically explore how to do most good.

But that itself is the ideology, not the movement. There’s now a global and connected EA ecosystem of researchers, lobbyists and funders, with its own culture, career paths, public squares and influencers. The EA question has a list of answers attached, and conference admissions filter for knowledge of these.

It’s a motte and bailey: EAs optimise for specific and sometimes highly speculative answers, but when pushed they frame these answers as completely tentative based on currently available evidence.

Here are four observations of EARs in action, mostly in the policy space:


	They are often more interested in and knowledgeable about EAR-specific ideas and research than the actual policy/research domains they work in and/or the institutions they want to influence.

	If they have a job in a non-EA organisation, they care more about leveraging the job to further agreed-upon EA policy goals than to do the job itself well.

	They target influential positions, and coordinate globally to bend society’s resources and institutions towards EA policy goals.

	They rarely read news, and can feel indignant over imprecise media coverage, even if the coverage is favourable and meets journalistic standards.



I don’t want to overstate these, but I’d be surprised if they don’t ring true to insiders. And they’re exactly the kind of behaviour that people hate woke/maga/etc for: ignoring shared liberal norms and institutions, and making everything about winning in politics.

The allure of objectivity

Grappling with contemporary WWII politics, Karl Popper singled out historicism (especially of Plato, Hegel and Marx) as the root of totalitarian ideologies:


the doctrine that history is controlled by specific historical or evolutionary laws whose discovery would enable us to prophesy the destiny of man.



A historicist’s big answers defeat all other values. Hard historicism sees current or new power structures as inevitable, and making it futile to fight or change them. Soft historicism knows the ultimate aim of society, and so will look to realise it:


The Utopian approach may be described as follows. Any rational action must have a certain aim. It is rational in the same degree as it pursues its aim consciously and consistently, and as it determines its means according to this end. To choose the end is therefore the first thing we have to do if we wish to act rationally; and we must be careful to determine our real or ultimate ends, from which we must distinguish clearly those intermediate or partial ends which actually are only means, or steps on the way, to the ultimate end. If we neglect this distinction, then we must also neglect to ask whether these partial ends are likely to promote the ultimate end, and accordingly, we must fail to act rationally.

These principles, if applied to the realm of political activity, demand that we must determine our ultimate political aim, or the Ideal State, before taking any practical action. Only when this ultimate aim is determined, in rough outline at least, only when we are in possession of something like a blueprint of the society at which we aim, only then can we begin to consider the best ways and means for its realization, and to draw up a plan for practical action. These are the necessary preliminaries of any practical political move that can be called rational, and especially of social engineering.



He contrasts the Utopian approach with “piecemeal” social engineering,


the method of searching for, and fighting against, the greatest and most urgent evils of society, rather than searching for, and fighting for, its greatest ultimate good.

…

In favour of his method, the piecemeal engineer can claim that a systematic fight against suffering and injustice and war is more likely to be supported by the approval and agreement of a great number of people than the fight for the establishment of some ideal. The existence of social evils, that is to say, of social conditions under which many men are suffering, can be comparatively well established. Those who suffer can judge for themselves, and the others can hardly deny that they would not like to change places.

It is infinitely more difficult to reason about an ideal society. Social life is so complicated that few men, or none at all, could judge a blueprint for social engineering on the grand scale; whether it be practicable; whether it would result in a real improvement; what kind of suffering it may involve; and what may be the means for its realization.

As opposed to this, blueprints for piecemeal engineering are comparatively simple. They are blueprints for single institutions, for health and unemployed insurance, for instance, or arbitration courts, or anti-depression budgeting, or educational reform. If they go wrong, the damage is not very great, and a re-adjustment not very difficult. They are less risky, and for this very reason less controversial. But if it is easier to reach a reasonable agreement about existing evils and the means of combating them than it is about an ideal good and the means of its realization, then there is also more hope that by using the piecemeal method we may get over the very greatest practical difficulty of all reasonable political reform, namely, the use of reason, instead of passion and violence, in executing the programme. There will be a possibility of reaching a reasonable compromise and therefore of achieving the improvement by democratic methods.



EA is open to both Utopian and piecemeal social engineers. I’ll argue that global health-type interventions fall squarely in the piecemeal approach, while x-risk is dangerously historicist-Utopian:


We live during the hinge of history. Given the scientific and technological discoveries of the last two centuries, the world has never changed as fast. We shall soon have even greater powers to transform, not only our surroundings, but ourselves and our successors.



This is Derek Parfit looking at the next centuries. Scott and others believe decisions even in the next two (!) years could doom or bless humanity forever. Popper again:


It is always flattering to belong to the inner circle of the initiated, and to possess the unusual power of predicting the course of history.



Critics have pointed out the totalitarianism implicit or explicit in the transhumanist/longtermist project. Naive utilitarianism is authoritarian, dangerously so with plus or minus infinity on one side of the ethics equation. But those critics mix descriptive and normative claims. Dangerous ideas can be true, and blocking our ears is no way to tackle important issues.

Crucially, Popper is making a pragmatic political point:


It is important to understand this criticism properly; I do not criticize the ideal by claiming that an ideal can never be realized, that it must always remain a Utopia. This would not be a valid criticism, for many things have been realized which have once been dogmatically declared to be unrealizable, for instance…

What I criticize under the name Utopian engineering recommends the reconstruction of society as a whole, i.e. very sweeping changes whose practical consequences are hard to calculate, owing to our limited experiences. It claims to plan rationally for the whole of society, although we do not possess anything like the factual knowledge which would be necessary to make good such an ambitious claim.



For Popper, the first priority must always be to protect the liberal institutions that uphold democracy. Kill them to implement a Big Idea, and you take away society’s ability to improve (possibly forever). Fight big ideas and play by the rules, and you help society incrementally advance towards a better world.

EA’s first-principles result-oriented thinking leaves no automatic respect for democratic processes or institutions. It goes back to the motte and bailey: The only-a-question ideology places your own political ambitions with the good and the true, exactly the historicist allure that foster disregard for democratic norms.

For global heath (and other hands-on areas) it’s ok because it's kind of true: Do the RCTs, then do what works best. For more speculative interventions, you have to build a case for higher expected QALYs than cash transfers and malaria nets. You measure the results, staying grounded in a reality feedback loop.

For politics, it’s cheating. If you have the good and true answers, you should optimise to implement them, and following the rules may hold you back. With the fate of the world at play, you should really stop at nothing to implement them, even if hard evidence is difficult to come by. Final warnings from Popper:


The Utopian engineer will have to be deaf to many complaints; in fact, it will be part of his business to suppress unreasonable objections. (He will say, like Lenin, ‘You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs.’)

…

Those who prefer one step towards a distant ideal to the realization of a piecemeal compromise should always remember that if the ideal is very distant, it may even become difficult to say whether the step taken was towards or away from it.



Scott has noticed these skulls, but he speaks for the EAR elites. It’s easy to nod along, and then build a global crypto scam to save the world from AI. EAR puts the onus on the individual, but it’s easier to be a midwit than a genius when building your personal world model.

Sophistication risks

The paradox of rationalism is that each new insight is a trap.


Politically knowledgeable subjects, because they possess greater ammunition with which to counter-argue incongruent facts and arguments, will be more prone to the above [(dis-) confirmation] biases,



reads a classic 2006 study on politically motivated reasoning.

Cognitive biases are universal ammunition in this sense. Widespread and unbounded by topic, knowledge of reasoning flaws are, ironically, especially vulnerable to weaponisation.

2007-Yudkowsky argued this point in signature guru style:


The last time I gave a talk on heuristics and biases, I started out by introducing the general concept by way of the [weaponisable] conjunction fallacy and [weaponisable] representativeness heuristic. And then I moved on to confirmation bias, disconfirmation bias, sophisticated argument, motivated skepticism, and other attitude effects. I spent the next thirty minutes hammering on that theme, reintroducing it from as many different perspectives as I could.

…

Whether I do it on paper, or in speech, I now try to never mention calibration and overconfidence unless I have first talked about disconfirmation bias, motivated skepticism, sophisticated arguers, and dysrationalia in the mentally agile. First, do no harm!



I still feel like this undersells the problem. It’s amazingly thorny: The better you are at spotting errors, the more you know about the topic in question, and the more carefully you reason, the harder it gets. The more progress you make, the more elaborately your brain can fool you. Sophistication bias threatens to turn the whole rationalist project against itself.

Confirmation bias isn’t even needed, information asymmetries do the trick. I found Scott’s story about his Atlantis days instructive:


When I was a teenager I believed in a conspiracy theory. It was the one Graham Hancock wrote about in Fingerprints Of The Gods, sort of a modern update on the Atlantis story. It went something like this:




	Did you know that dozens of civilizations around the world have oddly similar legends about a lost continent that sunk under the waves? The Greeks called it Atlantis; the Aztecs, Atzlan; the Indonesians, Atala.

	Various ancient structures and artifacts appear to be older than generally believed. Geologists say that the erosion patterns on the Sphinx prove it must be at least 10,000 years old; some well-known ruins in South America have depictions of animals that have been extinct for at least 10,000 years.

	There are vast underwater ruins, pyramids and stuff. We know where they are! You can just learn to scuba dive and go see them! Historians just ignore them, or say they’re probably natural, but if you look at them, they’re obviously not natural.




Teenage me was impressed by these arguments. But he also had some good instincts and wanted to check to see what skeptics had to say in response. Here are what the skeptics had to say:




	“Haha, can you believe some people still think there was an Atlantis! Imagine how stupid you would have to be to fall for that scam!”

	“There is literally ZERO evidence for Atlantis. The ONLY reason you could ever believe it is because you’re a racist who thinks brown people couldn’t have built civilizations on their own.”

	“No mainstream historians believe in any of that. Do you think you’re smarter than all the world’s historians?”



Teenage Scott was wrong because he really tried to figure out the truth instead of trusting vibes in an information asymmetric landscape. Even while desperately seeking out good counterarguments, he found only vibe-based condescension on the anti-Atlantis side, with no plausible counter-explanations. He knew much more than anyone he could find that disagreed with him, yet he was wrong and went on a five-year wild-goose-chase before recovering.

Grown-up Scott told the story to defend why he spent 25,000 words to fight a similar ivermectin information asymmetry. I endorse that project. But notice the mixed moral of this story.

Rationalism is about winning, and the vibers won the Atlantis question. Not by argument, but they got it right. They will never be right when everyone is wrong, but isn’t it worse to be catastrophically wrong when everyone is right? Teenage Scott is right in theory, but in practice there’s a million more ways he can be wrong than the mainstream information market.

Error-correcting mechanisms can be invisible from the outside. Scientists have access to general knowledge and internal error-correcting mechanisms that filter what is worth investigating. If it’s not really worth looking into, then no one, or, in the worst case, only those lacking that knowledge, will write about the topic. Media relies on established scientists. When the system works, we’re left with an Atlantis-style asymmetry.

We shouldn’t blindly trust the mainstream, but it is an epistemic lifeline: Lose your grip, and pilot unanchored through an unbounded idea space, with no limit to how wrong you can be. Keep hold, and you can tentatively, carefully and selectively make targeted improvements.

Odd, then, that the rationalists shou

ld have such disdain for it.

Contrarianism

Grown-up Scott wrestles with when you can or can’t rely on experts in his Bounded Distrust-post.


There are times when experts and the establishment lie, but it’s not all the time. FOX will sometimes present news in a biased or misleading way, but they won’t make up news events that never happen. Experts will sometimes prevent studies they don’t like from happening, but they’re much less likely to flatly assert a clear, specific fact which isn’t true.

I think some people are able to figure out these rules and feel comfortable with them, and other people can’t and end up as conspiracy theorists.

I’m not blaming the second type of person. Figuring-out-the-rules-of-the-game is a hard skill, not everybody has it.



Ok, so if you don’t have it you should trust the mainstream, right?


If you don’t have it, then universal distrust might be a safer strategy than universal credulity.



What? This strikes me as a paranoid flattening of the landscape. Like putting cash under your bed instead of the stock market for fear of speculating. The market may be skewed, but index funds always win in the end. Scott continues:


Obviously the good solution is that people stop lying and presenting misleading information.

But I think it’s important for these two types of people to understand each other.

The people who lack this skill entirely think it’s crazy to listen to experts about anything at all. They correctly point out time after time that they’ve lied or screwed up, then ask “so why do you believe them on ivermectin?” or “so why do you believe them on global warming?” My answer - which I don’t think is an obvious or easy answer, it’s a bold claim that could be wrong, is “I think I have a good sense of the dynamics here, how far people will bend the truth, and what it looks like when they do”. I realize this is playing with fire. But listening to experts is a powerful enough hack for finding the truth that it’s worth going pretty far to try to rescue it.



He reversed my logic. Instead of seeing digression from the mainstream as risky, he sees trusting the mainstream as playing with fire: By default, you should distrust everything. But tentatively, carefully, and selectively you can trust the experts sometimes.

Scott’s media complaint is similarly flattening: He shows how mainstream and alternative media misdirection is similar, with no mention of the mainstream’s overwhelming incentive advantage of a diverse audience and lots of (correcting) competitors. Yet, he is the positive one. The comment sections fill over with intellectuals complaining about the media and scientific consensus, even criticising Scott for having too much faith in the establishment.

Paul Graham:


The percentage [of journalists] who are engaged in a disinterested search for the truth is close to zero.



Zvi gets the prize for most paranoid/arrogant. While headlines, according to Zvi, are allowed to lie, blatantly contradict the article’s content and generally lay out a Narrative the source wants you to believe, the news body:


Is often part of an implicit conspiracy to suppress true information or spread false information, without explicit denial of the true info or explicit claims of the false info.



His guide reeks of machismo intellectualism. Figure out everything yourself from original sources, don’t trust anyone. Or trust folks like Zvi to not trust anyone for you. As a journalist, I find his ramblings embarrassingly out of touch with how media and the information market works. The main driver of technical imprecision isn’t malice, it’s compressing the facts into something readers understand. Journalists have some great and some less great epistemic incentives, and compete with each other to square them best. Zvi is incentivised to give fancy and convincing-sounding hot takes, but receives limited real world feedback to ensures he isn't living in the clouds.

The rationalist criticism is ironic. The sophisticates who could have improved mainstream debate complain about the quality of public discourse in their own private forum. Instead of improving shared institutions, the rationalist response is to retreat cowardly into clubs of epistemic snobs that self-categorise as Scott’s figured-out-the-rules-of-the-game savvys. They stand on the sidelines of the court bragging about how well they can strike the ball.

The crux

Observations 1-4 describe a movement that mostly does its own research, then looks to bend society to its wishes. Nobody designed it this way, but unless I’ve had a very unrepresentative experience, it is the way it played out.

When I tried my own hand at politics, we quickly realised that not all EA slam dunks hold up in the real world. To demonstrate x-risk neglectedness, Toby Ord wrote in The Precipice that


The international body responsible for the continued prohibition of bioweapons (the Biological Weapons Convention [BWC]) has an annual budget of just $1.4 million—less than the average McDonald’s restaurant



But, as any domain expert will tell you, the real problem is geopolitical tension. There are obvious ways to improve the convention, like adding a verification protocol, but they require trust that currently doesn’t exist among the great powers. One can work to fix this, but it is hardly the hyper-neglected EA cause area Ord frames it as. “Strengthen the BWC” is the top 80k biorisk recommendation.

We learned the same lesson across the board. Workable policy advice was most dependent on understanding the existing institutions and domains, opposite of observation 1.

Moving aspiring intellectual do-gooders to isolated forums risks turning a positive force into a destructive one:


	The mainstream loses free-thinker insights and criticism. Discourse deteriorates and naive EAs who optimise their personal impact end up undermining the democratic institutions get rather than helping them.

	The free thinkers with good intentions risk losing touch with reality and being net negative for society. Their ideas and inventions don’t spread from the niche subculture. Rutger Bregman’s 2025 relaunch of the exact EA project as a revolutionary idea for the mainstream is testament to EA’s isolation.



Of course, there are still plenty of contact points, and the focus on rationality, uncertainty and criticism counteracts many risks. But the movements are too individualistic. It’s about how you personally can have accurate beliefs and influence the world. Scott wrote that you are playing with epistemological fire when you personally try to figure out who to trust, yet that is the whole rationalist morale.

The real solution is apolitical, society-scaled, self-correcting institutions.

Suggestions and questions

Here are seven ideas to rethink the EAR movements:


	Do no political harm and classical liberalism into the EA curriculum. Popper is good for the dangers, but Wait but Why-author Tim Urban’s What’s Our Problem is an excellent explanation of the principles. Yudkowsky has some decent warnings of why the ends do not justify means in practice. The system must ensure that individuals don’t end up with rich knowledge of dangerous ideas and poor awareness of the dangers.

	Read more news. Calibrate viewpoints as relative to mainstream science and discourse. I can’t believe this has to be argued. Be less online.

	Radical transparency of funding, activity, achievements etc to spread a healthy institutional norm, keep you in check and make you trustworthy for others. It also visualises what the movement does to facilitate spreading the ideas.

	Establish EAR auditing that keeps EAR institutions from being shady and doing harm.

	Nurture consensus-building institutions like prediction markets that derive or formalise insights, rather than leaving each individual to find their own way.

	Merge with mainstream institutions. Do joint research/projects, and redesign EAR institutions after the goal of strengthening the shared institutions of society.

	Debate the mainstream. Not as in make a propaganda video. As in, understand the actual debate to win the public narrative fairly. If there are systematic problems, then help fix them, don’t retreat to ivory towers.



Should EAG (and EAGx) exist? EA Global strengthens cross-cause area, within-EA connections, nurturing a network based on EA-affiliation rather than domain with the rest of society. The same applies for Less Wrong, 80,000 hours and the Effective Altruism Forum.

There’s a positive role to play for sophisticated forums. But if these split along political lines, I worry they undermine democracy at a time of rising totalitarianism. I hope EAR can continue to save lives, but transform its elitist epistemic and political pursuits into a democratic project that lifts all boats.




Einstein’s World-View Review

Why Einstein?

Einstein might be the world's most famous scientist, but his thoughts about topics outside physics don’t get as much recognition as they deserve in my view. Einstein wrote quite extensively about the issues of his day and, as I hope to show, those writings are interesting in their own right. The period between 1905 when Einstein, at the age of 26, first came to global fame after making numerous scientific discoveries in  what’s been termed his “miracle year”, and his death in 1955 is perhaps the most eventful 50-year period ever in history, encompassing events such as:


	WW1 and WW2

	The adoption of mass public education in the West

	The Great Depression

	The founding of Israel as a state

	The rise of the Nazi party

	The Russian Revolution and the establishment of the USSR

	The Holocaust

	The development of nuclear weapons and the MAD doctrine

	The start of the Cold War

	Mass adoption of radios, television, and the advent of mass media

	Rapid scientific and technological advances



Einstein commented on these events with a rare clarity and scope of thought, and was even personally involved in several of them. His thoughts are certainly of historical interest and many still hold relevance to contemporary issues. At the very least they’re a worthwhile glimpse into the broader worldview of arguably history’s greatest mind.

Broadly Einstein held progressive attitudes; advocating pacifism, global cooperation, socialism, animal welfare and independence of thought; and opposing nationalism, militarism, authoritarianism, intellectual authority and coercion.

I’d like to cover the details of his views in five main subject areas, evaluate how coherent his reasoning was and comment on how his vision for the world has held up from a modern perspective.

School and Academia

If anyone was ever qualified to have an opinion on the best way to foster intellectual development, it must be Einstein, and his opinion of the approach taken by the mainstream education system of his time was very dim. Einstein was critical of the autocratic nature of schools and the lack of freedom they imposed on students, as well as the over-emphasis on rote learning. He advocated for self-directed learning guided by curiosity, which he considered formal education an impediment to: "It is a miracle that curiosity survives formal education."

Einstein was also very wary of groupthink and received dogma: "A foolish faith in authority is the worst enemy of truth."

He considered academia to have a similar tendency to stifle originality, independence of thought, and creativity. He thought social fashions, credentialization, formal hierarchies, and the intrusion of money, prestige, and other external social forces to be negative influences on personal intellectual development—going so far as to suggest that prospective scientists should isolate themselves from mainstream society and study in solitary occupations such as being a lighthouse keeper.

Einstein had an exceptionally idiosyncratic ideal of how learning should be structured, perhaps unsurprisingly given the exceptional and idiosyncratic nature of genius.

I don't know how realistic an approach like Einstein suggests would be for the entire population of learners; probably without explicit standards and incentives, some students and academics would achieve less.

But I do agree with Einstein that a formalized system has the potential to stifle some of the rare and extremely valuable students with the potential for scientific genius. I think it's a missed opportunity that modern society doesn't deliberately provide any social roles of the kind Einstein proposed in the hope of cultivating geniuses, and instead forces all prospective scientists through the same institutional monoculture.

Modern schools and academia are still very much formalized institutions, and the intrusion of the external social world on intellectual pursuits in the form of career incentives and prevailing ideologies has not lessened. I’m inclined to view Einstein's diagnosis as prescient and still very much relevant.

Zionism

Having spent a fair amount of time studying Einstein’s ideas in my physics degree, one thing that I don’t think was ever mentioned, but that is very prominent in his writings, is that Einstein and many of the other great physicists of the era were Jewish, often knew each other personally, and related to each other as Jews.

Einstein took pride in being Jewish describing the features of Jewish tradition he particularly admired as "The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, an almost fanatical love of justice, and the desire for personal independence." That affinity only grew after persecution of Jews heightened in Germany, he said: "My relationship to the Jewish people has become my strongest human bond, ever since I became fully aware of our precarious position among the nations of the world.” And on his travels often preferred to stay with local Jewish enclaves.

He supported creating a Jewish homeland to escape persecution but also to preserve Jewish identity, which he saw as “rooted in a common historical tradition, in a common cultural possession."

He traveled to Palestine to show support for Zionism.  On visiting Tel Aviv he complemented the city’s economic and intellectual life, attributing it to “What an incredibly lively people our Jews are!”

Before the establishment of Israel as a state a wide spectrum of Zionist thought existed with different visions of what Israel should be.

The specific branch of Zionism, cultural Zionism, that Einstein supported was on the left of that spectrum, and envisioned a future Israel that acted only as a secular hub for sustaining Jewish culture and the Hebrew language that might be lost among international Jews who integrated into gentile societies. It also envisioned an Israel that wasn’t its own state but that could provide a refuge for persecuted Jews around the world, as well as advocating cooperation and cohabitation with Arabs.

Einstein rejected aspirations of constructing Israel as the kind of state it has become "with borders, an army, and a measure of temporal power" and opposed plans for mass resettlement of Jews in Arab lands.

After Israel was established as a state Einstein did continue to support it, and was even offered the presidency, but was critical of Israeli nationalism and militarism as well as the treatment of Palestinians.

One question that is often asked about Einstein's Zionism is did this support for Israel as it actually exists contradict his general opposition to nationalism and militarism?

The Israel that was eventually created was not the Israel Einstein advocated for, in that sense I don’t think Einstein is liable for any faults Israel might have.

However, the international system is precarious for any nation, particularly one in the Middle East. I don’t know how realistic it was to think Israel could durably persist as a cultural centre, without a military or state apparatus. Presumably it did occur to Einstein that an Israel with a military and state, maybe even an expansionist one, was a likely outcome of the Zionist project as a whole. That possibility didn’t deter Einstein from Zionism, and his continued, albeit limited, support for Israel after it gained statehood does suggest he viewed that possibility as preferable to not creating any kind of Jewish home-land at all.

I also think Einstein had a tribal affinity with other Jews that was at least somewhat at odds with his cosmopolitanism, sometimes even bordering on chauvinism. Einstein was not religiously Jewish, so it was an affinity, based on culture or ethnicity, of the same kind that nationalism is built on.

But of course in the context of Jewish persecution, it was a kind of proto-nationalism that was defensive, at least initially, rather than the aggressive expansionist kind of nationalism that Einstein particularly opposed.

Overall I think Einstein's stance on Zionism was more reasonable than principled, and I’m less impressed with his foresight and high-mindedness on this issue than on some others. But I also don’t think it’s a major departure from his broader values and I’m interested in what an Israel that was more influenced by Einstein's thought might have been like.

Cosmopolitanism

Einstein held a life-long opposition to nationalism, describing it as an “infantile disease.” Early in life he disliked the jingoism of the German education system, and understandably felt alienated by German nationalism as a Jew. After the world wars his opposition to nationalism only strengthened as he considered it to have been a cause of the conflicts. A view that complemented his pacifism.

His attitudes towards ethnicity were perhaps more changeable over his life. His writings from before WW2, have been described as xenophobic and are maybe more open to the possibility of innate racial traits.

In 1922 Einstein embarked on a half-year voyage to give scientific lectures and meet with public figures around the world. He visited China, Japan, India, Palestine and Spain, and kept diaries detailing his perceptions of the local cultures.

Concerning poverty in China he commented that the Chinese were being “punished for their fecundity” referring to overpopulation, but also that “Even those reduced to working like horses never give the impression of conscious suffering.” He was also concerned that the Chinese might come to “supplant every other nation through their diligence, frugality, and abundance of offspring”, a possibility he considered “unspeakably dreary” because the Chinese were more spiritless than other races, “a peculiar hard-like nation.”

Later in life he was more clearly opposed to racism. After moving to America, following the Nazi’s rise to power in Germany in 1933, he gave public speeches and wrote several articles denouncing segregation, describing himself as “strongly against this injustice to the colored people.”

He summarized the arguments of segregationist as:

““Our attitude towards Negroes is the result of unfavorable experiences which we have had by living side by side with Negroes in this country. They are not our equals in intelligence, sense of responsibility, reliability.””

And responded that their “ancestors dragged these black people from their homes by force; and in the white man’s quest for wealth and an easy life they have been ruthlessly suppressed and exploited, degraded into slavery. The modern prejudice against Negroes is the result of the desire to maintain this unworthy condition.”

And that the Classical Greeks held similar prejudices against their white slaves, and also that racial prejudice was “conditioned by opinions and emotions which we unconsciously absorb as children from our environment.”

Later in life, particularly after WW2 and the Holocaust, Einstein consciously rejected arguments based on innate racial traits that he might have entertained earlier in his life.

This might be the issue where Einstein's views were most in accord with what has become common opinion. I think it’s easy for his opinion to come across as banal or unremarkable to a modern audience, and I think modern instantiations of these ideas sometimes verge on the kind of received wisdom that Einstein railed against. So I’m not sure how much direct insight Einstein can provide here. But I also think he deserves credit for adopting more humanistic attitudes early, and I think it’s an issue where he was ahead of his time.

Nuclear Weapons

“The unleashed power of the atom has changed everything save our modes of thinking, and thus we drift toward unparalleled catastrophe.”

Nuclear weapons appear to have been among the issues Einstein cared most about, perhaps only second to the Nazi persecution of Jews, going so far as to advocate a world government to prevent conflict between nuclear-armed nations.

He opposed building nuclear weapons in almost every instance when many other physicists, such as Von Neuman, and the political establishment in the US favoured their construction to further political aims, even when Einstein might have been sympathetic to those aims.

Einstein did of course sign the famous Einstein–Szilárd Letter urging the US to develop nuclear weapons before Nazi Germany could, but later regretted signing it after it transpired that the Nazis were not close to developing their own weapons, stating that “Had I known that the Germans would not succeed in producing an atomic bomb, I would never have lifted a finger.”

It has been argued that because Einstein countenanced building nuclear weapons in WW2 that his later opposition to American developments of nuclear weapons in the early Cold War, and he was even accused of Soviet sympathies.

But that was a situation where nuclear weapons were perceived as possibly the difference between outright victory or defeat against Germany, and his later regrets suggest that he wouldn’t have considered the shortening of an already forgone war enough justification for what he saw as the inherent evil of nuclear weapons.

I think you can infer that he viewed the difference in moral legitimacy between the US and USSR in the Cold War to be less than the difference between the US and Germany in WW2. But also that he held a consistently principled near total opposition to nuclear weapons.

I’m not sure what to make of that near total opposition. On the one hand nukes are obviously terrifying things that, all else equal, the world would be better without. On the other hand, with hindsight the nuclear devastation that Einstein was worried about just didn’t happen, and there’s the argument that the MAD doctrine has deterred conventional war.

Strictly speaking I think Einstein did overestimate the risk posed by nuclear weapons, but at the time a cautious approach was warranted with the information available. And the several near-disasters that occurred throughout the Cold War might suggest that we just happen to live in a lucky timeline and that really the risks were very high.

Just sidestepping the game theory of containing nukes completely or asking states to disarm unilaterally, like Einstein seems to have wanted to do, seems hopelessly unrealistic. As does the expectation that states like the US and USSR should not make use of them for political aims, and his proposed world government.

But ultimately, with any issue of existential importance I don’t think any view can be condemned for being too optimistic or naive. And I admire Einstein's insistence that the political conflicts of the Cold War, on either side, didn’t matter enough to justify the risks, like political leaders of the time implicitly must have thought.

Socialism

The central divide in socialist thought in the first half of the 20th century was between forms of socialism that were more tolerant of autocracy and more sympathetic to the USSR and forms that were more liberal and more democratic. Einstein came down strongly on the liberal democratic side of the debate and favoured incremental reform over revolution, implicitly preferring to retain much of the existing social framework of liberal capitalist society. In that sense he was not as radically anti-capitalist as some other intellectuals of the time, such as Sartre, who openly favoured the USSR over the West. But Einstein still held views that placed him firmly on the left of the political spectrum.

In the essay Why Socialism he lists his main objections to the then-existing capitalist economy as:


	
Capitalism allowed income to be gained through the ownership of property, that income could in turn be reinvested into acquiring more property leading to an even larger stream of income which could be invested into yet more property. That feedback loop allowed established capitalists to expand their portfolio over time without limit, and the capitalist class as a whole to appropriate an ever expanding proportion of national wealth and income. Without sufficient redistribution Einstein suspected that such a run-away feedback loop would eventually reduce the share of national income of workers to the lowest possible level, the level of subsistence wages he had witnessed among peasants in China and India.



	
He feared capitalism limited intellectual freedom and prevented honest discussion of alternative systems because capitalists inevitably come to control, directly or indirectly, the main sources of information including the press, radio and the education system, making it “extremely difficult [...] for the individual citizen to come to objective conclusions and to make intelligent use of his political rights.” He also insinuates that academic economics was under some degree of influence by capital and likened economists to priests of the medieval church who “made the class division of society into a permanent institution and created a system of values by which the people were thenceforth, to a large extent unconsciously, guided in their social behavior.”



	
Capitalists might come to directly influence or control political parties themselves.



	
Capitalist economies are anarchic and uncoordinated leading to inefficiency and waste lowering growth.



	
Capitalism eroded social trust and bonds. Einstein thought that individuals are necessarily dependent on the wider community and the division of labour to provide their economic means because no single person can run an industrialized economy alone, but that capitalism attempted to obscure this fact by providing an illusory form of individualism and caused people to view this dependency as a threat to their individual rights and prosperity rather than an “organic tie”, or as a “protective force”, which he considers a healthier, more pro-social and more accurate view of the individual's place in large-scale industrial society. Einstein described capitalism as part of the “predatory stage” of civilization and thought that for a man who lives by competition in the market the “egotistical drives of his make-up are constantly being accentuated, while his social drives, which are by nature weaker, progressively deteriorate.”





The reforms Einstein proposed to remedy those issues consisted of:


	
Collective ownership of the means of production so that the gains from capital accumulation could accrue to the population as a whole rather than private owners of capital.



	
Replacing coordination of the economy by the market with centralised planning so that the economy could grow in a more orderly and efficient manner.



	
Replacing an education system focused on competition for economic station with one that was orientated towards “social goals”. Presumably social goals in line with his thinking around pro-social tendencies and fostering personal development and intellectual ability.





He also stipulated that the kind of democratic-socialism that this would result in should be run without an all-powerful or overweening bureaucracy that should also protect individual rights and be democratic.

How well-thought-out is this view of socialism?

One criticism might be that his proposed remedies aren’t very substantial and he doesn't provide much detail on exactly how to create a bureaucracy that’s large enough to run the economy more efficiently but not so overbearing as to become tyrannical.

Nor does he give any technical proposal on how to ensure it actually does run the economy more efficiently.

Einstein himself would probably agree with that criticism, he described those problems as “extremely difficult socio-political problems” and that “Clarity about the aims and problems of socialism is of greatest significance in our age of transition. Since, under present circumstances, free and unhindered discussion of these problems has come under a powerful taboo”

Einstein clearly saw solving those technical problems as something to be left to others and his own role as bringing the issue to attention and reducing the taboo around the subject.

Einstein's views about how individuals should come to terms with their dependency on society and that they should accept that relationship as “organic” or “protective” leave me a little ill at ease, because they do seem at odds with personal autonomy. But equally, modern society has certainly swung in an individualist direction since 1955, and has seen rising social atomisation.

I also think it is true that the interdependent and global nature of modern economic production does undermine the notion of a self-reliant individual that deserves everything he has on account of his personal productivity that is very much a part of the current zeitgeist.

Socialism overall has lost popularity since Einstein’s death, and is not generally seen to have been vindicated by the economic trends of the second half of the 20th century. So you might say his ideas have not stood the test of time well.

But the more moderate variety that he promoted has fared better than the more autocratic kind. And I do find his formulation of the problem of private capital accumulation and his views on the tendency for institutions to be influenced by private interests persuasive, as well as his opinion that education should not be too intertwined with the market economy. So I think those ideas still hold value.

Final Thoughts

“In the case of every problem that is not purely technical, even the most brilliant scientific approach will not help.”

I hope I’ve shown that there is depth to Einstein’s world-view, but I think it can be interpreted as naively idealistic. Cultural Zionism, world government, democratic socialism, cosmopolitanism, education reform and animal rights are all visions for the future where issues are resolved through more cooperation and empathy,

without hard tradeoffs being made, without much regard for vested interests or existing incentive structures, and which don’t entail any use of force.

And you might think that he lacked foresight about the trends of the post-WW2 world, given that socialism saw little success, Israel did become a nationalist state with a military and that nuclear war never happened.

I have a more charitable interpretation:

For one thing, given Einstein's intelligence and the level of engagement with the issues he must have been aware of more cynical view points. The opinions he expressed in his writings are the views he advocated publicly, not all the views that he considered but rejected.

But more importantly Einstein thought that “Politics is more difficult than physics.” and that theories in social science couldn’t have the same predictive power as theories in hard sciences.

Whilst he did consider issues deeply and with a lot of insight, predicting which social trends will predominate over the long term, or in which ways the world will improve and which ways it will stay the same is probably close to impossible, even for a genius.

I don’t think a less idealistic version of Einstein could have made better prescriptions, nor do I think there were other thinkers from the time period, other scientists or dedicated social theorists, offering more accurate total world-views. On single issues, yes, but not total world-views. I agree with Einstein that even being a genius just doesn’t get you that much predictive power in the social sciences.

Einstein mixed his analysis in with a heuristic of just being nice whenever possible and not letting realism become an excuse for Machiavellianism or hubris. And I think that served him well.

If the future is uncertain, just being generally cooperative is a good strategy, from the point of view of the world as a whole. A more calculating political actor who would pursue political goals through conflict or force, or who was willing to make calculated trade-offs would be in a worse position if the world evolved unpredictably than one who was just straightforwardly beneficent.

Einstein considered the hard sciences to have outpaced social science and social progress, and that “our technology has exceeded our humanity.” I think there was an empirical component to his idea of social progress and also a component of simply increasing altruism and cooperation that he viewed as at least as important as the empirical side.

Overall rating for Einstein's world-view: 8/10




Elon Musk’s Engineering Algorithm


•  Make the requirements less dumb.

•    Delete parts or process.

•    Simplify and optimize.

•    Accelerate cycle time.

•    Automate.




	ModelThinkers.com, summarizing an interview with Elon Musk in 2021.



From the moment I became interested in the aerospace industry, my understanding of it had been dominated by one story. It went like this:

Long ago, in the Space Race, people were willing to test a lot, fail fast and learn. The US and USSR exploded dozens of rockets in each test program, using their generational engineering talents to refine them to perfection. In doing so, they achieved the transcendental results of the Apollo program.

But over time, conservatism and bad incentives crept into space programs. Good engineering got choked by endless layers of process and review, and people became so terrified of the impression of failure that they would spend a hundred times as much to design perfect hardware.

And so: NASA’s 1969 Space Task Group proposal aimed for a twenty-five-person moon base and nuclear-powered Mars trip in the late 1980s. Instead, fifty years later, we are stuck with boondoggles like the Space Launch System - NASA’s new moon rocket - that cost more than the Saturn V, have less performance, and can launch maybe once every other year.

Throughout this whole period, the rage scream of the space nerds built. It expressed itself in a succession of space companies now unjustifiably ignored by history - Space Services, Inc, AMROC, Rotary Rocket Company, Orbital Sciences [1]. Finally, amidst a boom in low orbit satellite construction, an eccentric rich person founded a company with a test site in Texas to change rocket launch forever. Then, after building the largest engine since Apollo, Andrew Beal’s Beal Aerospace went bankrupt, and its test site was bought by the next challenger in line: Elon Musk’s Space Exploration Technologies Corporation.

[image: ]

Image Source: Space Exploration Technologies Corporation

By the time I entered the aerospace industry, SpaceX (once known as SET, for “Space Exploration Technologies”) had already carried out one of the great underdog stories in aerospace. From its beginnings exploding rockets in the Kwajalein Atoll, to teenage years releasing hype videos backed by Muse songs [2], SpaceX had dethroned the entrenched, government-supported monopolies and was rapidly becoming wildly, historically dominant in the space industry.

In the process, it told a powerful story of the secret to its success. The story went like this:


•          SpaceX wasn’t afraid of the appearance of failure, which meant that they could learn faster by carrying out tests that might not work.

•          Everybody at SpaceX was the cream of the crop and held to high expectations in a hard-charging environment.

•          Decisions were made based on “first principles”. There was little stifling process and procedure.



All of this was instantiated through a process of Responsible Engineering. If you were the Responsible Engineer for the pneumatic system, you had absolute power over it, but (hypothetically) any failure on it was your fault. Your capital-R responsibility stretched the whole way - identifying what the pneumatic system was supposed to do, working with all of its stakeholders to individually identify the possible ways it could help or hurt other problems, and finding solutions to every problem.

If there was a great engineer responsible for each thing, the barriers were moved out of their way, and you got to test and fail until you succeeded, the company would win.

To a twenty-three year old engineer, this all seemed so obviously right that it was mystifying to me why anybody had done anything any differently.


	



When The Algorithm arrived - fresh off the presses of Elon’s crushing experience increasing production rate at Tesla - it at first felt unsurprising.

In essence - as a exasperated reader might have noticed - it was a distillation of various extremely canonical Good Engineering Advice.


•          Question the Requirements - so you solve exactly and only the problem you’re trying to solve.

•          Delete the part - became removing complexity makes problems more manageable.

•          Optimize the part - good, but only after satisfying the first two.

•          Accelerate - to get more production and enable test, but only once you know it’s the right thing to produce.

•          Automate - ditto, and ditto.



All of us seemed to read it as such. We nodded thoughtfully and continued along in the way that people since time immemorial have listened to, but not really absorbed, Good Engineering Advice. But slowly, it became clear that this time was different.

As I worked in the early 2020s, the Algorithm became a mantra around the office. It came up in presentations and one on ones. Our slides were practically required to mention the steps. Within a year, I could recite it when woken from a dead sleep. Steadily, it became clear that this wasn’t advice, it was something new.

Questioning the requirements was an extremely literal thing that you were supposed to do multiple times every single day. I’d make a claim about my system (“hey, if the stuff in this tube gets too hot, my part will explode, so please don’t put anything too hot near it”) and that very afternoon three or four people would stop by my desk, ready to debate.

“Hello,” they would say. “I’m the Responsible Engineer for the Hot Things Near Tubes system,” and then the floodgates would open. What did I mean by near? What did I mean by hot? How hot was too hot? Was it really going to explode? If it exploded, was that really so terrible?

The first time, the debate would be interesting. The second, it would be a bit tiresome. By the first week after a new claim, it was exhausting and a little rote. But you had to win, every time, because if you didn’t, nobody would follow your requirement.

It also worked in the other direction. I learned to pay attention to everything that was happening in the whole program, absorbing dozens of update emails a day, because people would announce Requirements, and I’d need to go Question Them. If I didn’t do this, I’d find my system forced to jump through too many hoops to work, and, of course, I would be Responsible. If I was Responsible for too many things, I wouldn’t be able to support all of them - unless, of course, I managed to Delete the Part and free myself from one of those burdens.

And so when there were requirements, they were strong, because they had to survive an endless barrage of attack. When there were parts, they were well-justified, because every person involved in the process of making them had tried to delete them first. And there were no requirements matrices, no engineering standards, practically no documentation at all.

The key point came in, the reason why it was capitalized. It wasn’t philosophy, it wasn’t advice - it was an Algorithm. A set of process steps that you followed to be a good engineer. And all of us good engineers were being forced by unstoppable cultural forces to maniacally follow it.

There was one question slowly building in my mind. The point of SpaceX was to get good engineers, do first principles analysis, let them iterate, and avoid documentation. This whole process was clearly succeeding at the last three steps. But if we were already so great, why did we have to have this process enforced so agressively?


	



As the time went on and the Algorithm grew, screaming ever-louder about what we should specifically do, the question grew more ever more urgent.

Tell people to ritualize Questioning Requirements and they will do so ritually. You’ll deliver the same explanation for how hot your tube can be a hundred times, and each time you deliver it you think about it less. You will realize that the best way to get work done is to build a persona as extremely knowledgeable and worthless to question, and then nobody ever questions your work.

Tell people to Delete the Part, and they’ll have the system perform ridiculous gymnastics in software to avoid making a 30$ bracket, or waste performance to avoid adding a process.

Tell people to Optimize the Part and they’ll push it beyond margins unnecessarily, leaving it exquisite at one thing and hopeless at others.

Tell them to Accelerate, and they’ll do a great job of questioning, but when push comes to shove they will always Accelerate at the cost of quality or rework, and so you find yourself building vehicles and then scrapping them, over and over again.

There is no step for Test in the Algorithm, no step for “prove it works.” And so years went by where we Questioned, and Deleted, and Optimized, and Accelerated, and Automated, and rockets piled up outside the factory and between mid-2021 and mid-2023 they never flew.
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Source.

Amidst it all, in this approach there is no horrible documentation, but that means that new REs cycling into the program make the same mistakes as the previous ones, and as the RE for your system you need to be aware of every single thing that’s happening on the program all the time to make sure that you don’t miss somebody else’s Requirement that you must Question, and so everybody publishes a 1000 word update email every day and you read all them.

Every engineer was Responsible for their own part. But every engineer had perverse incentives. With all that Accelerating and Automating, if my parts got on the rocket on time, I succeeded. In fact, if the rocket never flew, I succeeded more, because my parts never got tested.

And so we made mistakes, and we did silly things. The rocket exploded a lot, and sometimes we learned something useful, but sometimes we didn’t. We spent billions of dollars. And throughout it all, the program schedule slid inexorably to the right.

And I got cynical.


	



Once, long ago, the aerospace industry faced this exact sort of problem. In the early days of the Cold War, as the USA and USSR poured superpower resources into the development of intercontinental ballistic missiles, the initial result was a continuous stream of failures. The first version of the Atlas missile struggled so much in early flights that technicians called it the “Inter-County Ballistic Missile.” More importantly, the failures were not leading in the right direction - despite years of work and near-infinite money, reliability wasn’t rising fast enough for these missiles to be placed on the firing line.

Many things helped ride to the rescue, but one of the most important was a new field called Systems Engineering.

The first recorded use of the term “Systems Engineering” came from a 1950 presentation by Mervin J. Kelly, Vice President of Bell Telephone. It appeared as a new business segment, coequal with mainstays like Research and Development. Like much of the writing on systems engineering, the anodyne tone hid huge ambition.

‘Systems engineering’ controls and guides the use of the new knowledge obtained from the research and fundamental development programs … and the improvement and lowering of cost of services…’

In other words, this was meta-engineering.

The problems were too complex, so the process had to be a designed thing, a product of its own, which would intake the project goals and output good decision making.

It began with small things. There should be clear requirements for what the system is supposed to do. They should be boxed out and boiled down so that each engineer knows exactly what problem to solve and how it impacts the other ones. Changes would flow through the process and their impacts would be automatically assessed. Surrounding it grew a structure of reviews, process milestones, and organizational culture, to capture mistakes, record them, and make sure nobody else made them again.

And it worked! All of those transcendental results from Apollo were in fact supported on the foundations of exquisitely handled systems engineering and program management. The tools developed here helped catapult commercial aviation and sent probes off beyond the Solar System and much more besides.

At SpaceX, there was no such thing as a “Systems Engineer.” The whole idea was anathema. After all, you could describe the point of systems engineering, and process culture more generally, as the process of removing human responsibility and agency. The point of building a system to control human behavior is that humans are fallible. You write them an endless list of rules to follow and procedures to read, and they follow them correctly, and then it works out.

At SpaceX, it wasn’t going to be like that. First principles thinking and Requirements Questioning and the centrality of responsible engineering all centered around the idea of raising the agency of each individual engineer. Raising individual responsibility was always better.


	



But even at SpaceX, even before the Algorithm, it wasn’t always better.

Because of course, that was only for the engineers. Technicians on the program were encouraged to raise issues they noticed, or make suggestions, but, like production technicians everywhere, they were informed to follow written work instructions to the letter in everything they did. The work instructions, as one guide memorably put it, ought to be written assuming that the person carrying them out was “hung over, mid-divorce, and being audited” - in other words, not to be trusted.

What’s the difference? Well, for one thing, for a big production program you need a lot of technicians. It’s possible to train every single one of them to be perfect all the time, but that’s contingent on individual forces of culture and personality, so it’s a lot easier to give them aggressively detailed instructions and expect them to be carried out.

For another thing, for the most part technicians are in the unenviable position of being able to make things worse but not much better. If you do your job right, the part is built correctly; if you do not, it’s probably worse.

But of course, there’s nothing that limits those circumstances to technicians. The larger your organization is, and the more complex the task it has set its mind to, the more difficult it will be for you to train people to execute every element of it flawlessly.

And there are distressingly many contexts - for instance, when making anything with a human safety element - where the cost of failure is so much higher than the marginal gain from improvement that doing your job right means having it be baseline good. If you’re doing it differently, you’re probably making things worse.

Now, SpaceX was different, at first. There were enormous opportunities to have upside improvement in the rocket industry of the 2000s and 2010s. The company was small and scrappy and working hard. The rules applied.

But by the 2020s, even SpaceX was growing large. The company had passed 10,000 people, with programs across the country, tendrils in every major space effort and endlessly escalating ambition.

And the larger it became, the greater the costs to its architecture became. As my program grew from dozens of people to hundreds to thousands, every RE needed to read more emails, track more issues, debate more requirements. And beyond that, every RE needed to be controlled by common culture to ensure good execution_,_ which wasn’t growing fast enough to meet the churn rate of the new engineers.

Enter The Algorithm. It was a philosophy, and it was ritual, and it was a set of rules to do Good Engineering. If you followed it, you would succeed. If you didn’t follow it, your manager would see that you didn’t.

The Algorithm imposed costs, the same way that any attempt to get people to follow a ruleset does. That was the whole point of the responsibility culture in the first place. And it was a pretty lightweight set of rules, vague enough to be complied with across a range of positions. Unless you squinted, you couldn’t tell that anything had changed.

But something had.

Although they sounded like they fit perfectly with the engineering philosophy of the company, in reality they were a sort of surrender.


	



If you were inclined to grand metaphor, you’d be likely to write a review on ACX. So here goes, let’s try one on.

Consider the “systems engineering approach” as analogous to a centrally planned economy. You decide what the requirements are at the beginning and they cascade inevitably downwards. From there, you build your Gantt charts and your Work Breakdown Structures and turn the crank. Out pops who should be doing what and when, just as if you were a Soviet bureaucrat, filling out the population tables to decide how many shoes to make this year.

Like centrally planned systems of days past, it puts forwards the vision of a perfect result - a model that incorporates every issue and outputs the Right Answer, even if the people implementing it are flawed humans. Also like centrally planned systems, it is brittle to new information and can choke itself in process.

One might consider the “Responsible Engineering” system, then, to be a market system. Nobody can keep in their head the interlocking relationships that define the rocket engineering problem. Instead, every person in the machine is given incentives to get their part right and set to battle. Nobody in the system really has insight into the whole process, but the optimum design emerges via competition.

Except that it’s not a great metaphor. First, the problem with a competitive model of engineering is that, unlike in an economy, everyone needs to succeed. The economy is fine with bad companies dying, but the rocket doesn’t work if any part dies. So everybody needs to be really good at doing market economics and very in balance with one another. You can help that with aggressive and continuous purging of faltering employees - if you have an endless line of excellence out the door. But even so, continuous excellence requires a small enough scale to control culture very tightly.

Second, it still runs into a complexity ceiling. The whole rocket has to work, which means that people can’t just optimize for their local success - they all need, to some extent, to keep the entirety of the system in mind. And all the market actors are individuals - that’s how you’re avoiding the bureaucracy - which means that they run into an abstraction scale limit.

But most of all, the metaphor is bad because command economics has a reputation of having failed, but centralized engineering hasn’t. In a sense, that’s what capitalism is, a whole bunch of legal dictatorships called “corporations”, the majority of which operate on an largely centralized model.

The weaknesses of the centralized approach are circumstances that don’t fit the rules - ones where there are new capabilities to be built, continuous improvement to be achieved, and room for some churn along the way. Over fifty years since Apollo, the aerospace industry, that great metaphor, had drifted in this direction, and the old culture had made it hard to change.

But there are other kinds of projects. If you’re building a bridge, you might not be reinventing the truss, but your success is determined by exquisite execution on a thousand little problems the first time - by a process system. We design factories as systems that build a thousand cars a day, perfect every time. We make logistics networks that fill our stores with fresh food, just in time. We have building codes and airplane rules and food safety standards because they work.

The SpaceX responsibility approach is a good one, but it’s not for everything.


	



Okay, so the answer is easy here. Various different approaches towards engineering can  coexist, all doing their part, sometimes in the same company. The world is complicated, false dichotomy, etc, etc, you’ve read this essay before.

But there’s a story here, a powerful one, the same one that drove me when I started, that makes it hard to look at things like that.

For one thing, the Responsible Engineering approach is so much more fun. Both approaches have advantages and disadvantages, but the RE one works best when exploring a new concept with a small, focused team of unusually talented people, and wow, just writing that sentence locks me back into wondering how I could ever do anything else. Of course everybody wants to say that that’s how they think, of course every founder pitches their company like that. It’s narrative, even when it’s wrong.

And beyond that, it’s all about SpaceX.

SpaceX is a company that’s so weird that in a worldbuilding project I would have considered it unrealistic.

It’s the space industry’s Mary Sue, dominant, impossibly competent. Today, they launch multiple times a week while others launch a few times a year; they operate more satellites than the rest of humanity put together; they landed a rocket a decade ago and nobody has matched them since. Arguably, huge portions of the modern NASA policy of awarding single fixed-price contracts are a success only because of SpaceX - consider the commercial crew contract, on which SpaceX has been flawlessly delivering since 2020 but Boeing still can’t manage. In the industry, every discussion goes back to them, desperately trying to divine the secrets of their success, or figure out how to compete, or complain that they cannot be beaten.

Most of all, SpaceX is seen as having fixed the space industry. It did what AMROC and Orbital and Beal didn’t - shake up the incumbents, solve the problems, and bring about the glorious future of landing rockets.

And in the process, they’ve thrown down a gauntlet. If they can revolutionize the space industry so crushingly, then people should be able to revolutionize other industries just as much. Just as the Apollo landings told people a story about what government could accomplish (“if we can land a man on the moon, why can’t we …”), SpaceX tells a story (“if we can land a rocket on a boat, why can’t we …”) that’s about private enterprise, or first principles thinking, or whatever else the storyteller wants.

So today, as SpaceX churns onwards through workforce, an ever-growing percentage of the economy is filled with firms with founders whose LinkedIn profiles say “Former SpaceX” in their headline. So much of this is hopeful and delightful, as people ride back into industries like nuclear that had long been abandoned by excitement. It’s an opportunity to take another look at old books from the sixties and ask: can we do this better? Are the rules we set wrong?

And in the process, a million eyes stare at SpaceX and wonder how they can capture the magic. Small changes in how SpaceX executes matter, for the industry and the rest of the world.


	



This essay started off with a story of great disappointment, the climax of the Apollo program and the painful denouncement decades of slow progress that came out of it. Apollo created impossible hope and inspired millions to try and make their engineering dreams a reality. But its methods had limits that became painfully apparent over time, and the consequences of over-committing to those methods reverberate until SpaceX overthrew them.

Today, SpaceX is dominant. Some of that dominance is their supernatural competence. But of course they are no longer a scrappy startup; now they also have infinite access to capital, infinite talent, infinite production scale, technology moats in every direction. Despite the fact that their rockets are now much cheaper than any similar past rocket, despite the fact that instead of falling in the ocean they land on boats and fly again, launch customers like NASA have to pay more than they paid Lockheed and Boeing in the 90s.

Out of SpaceX came a rush of companies, all riding on the promise that this time it would be different. Many have failed catastrophically in the subsequent years. Some have not. Maybe a hardscrabble industry is dragging itself into existence in the giant’s wake.

Within SpaceX, there are the barest hints of limits. Limits to scale, limits to the approach. They’re getting embarrassed by test failures. The rules are creeping back. Now there’s an Algorithm, to make sure people are doing it right.

And beyond SpaceX, we all desperately try to grab what they’re doing, picking things that are legible enough to copy, to slam into submission all the frustrations in our world.

There are so many places where systems have failed us. It feels obvious that if only we could get the best people, cut the rules out, and let them work, it could fix everything.

But SpaceX is now old and successful enough that it’s not clear which things made it successful.

I contend that The Algorithm is not one of them.

I do not mean that it doesn’t work, or that it’s the wrong tool. (I also think it’s probably gently more applicable to a field like car production than one like rockets for reasons that don’t really fit in this review). It might be the right tool, but it obscures rather than heightens what made SpaceX work. It’s an attempt to make legible the illegible, to systematize the lack of system.


	



The dream of individual responsibility as a solution to engineering problems is one that is heroic, capable, antifragile.

We love that idea, we think it’s cool and exciting. We want it to be everywhere. But by nature it is hard to copy, hard to systematize, and hard to rely upon.


	



The dream of system responsibility as a solution to engineering problems is one that is legible, stable, solved.

It’s easy to copy and scale, but a bit disappointing, and has a hard time being responsive.


	



The pendulum swings back and forth between responsibility lying in the individual and the system. Both of them have limits grounded in our humanity. Maybe even the combination of the two has a limit, and humanity as it stands has a weak upper bound of possible complexity, of problems we can take on.

I’d like to believe that we’re doing more than swinging back and forth, that we’re growing every time, reaching a more perfect synthesis.

I don’t want us to swing in any particular direction because that’s the narratively satisfying thing to do.

I don’t work at SpaceX anymore. I don’t know if the Algorithm phase has ended or if there’s something new.

I admire the problem it’s trying to solve - to take the approach of individual responsibility and pin it to a pinboard, preserve it, make it automatic, make it easy, make it understood, make it come off the assembly line and scale to the stars. I love thinking that way, I hope that it’s possible.

I do keep watching SpaceX’s future, because it’s now the vanguard for a model that is having its moment to go everywhere.

Time will tell how far it can go.


Notes


[1]

Annoyingly, people sometimes say that SpaceX was the first private company to reach orbit, when in fact Orbital Sciences was fairly regularly launching - from a plane - years beforehand, and Space Sciences, Incorporated had reached space privately years before that. Rotary Rocket, on the other hand, was objectively insane.



[2]

Strongly recommend the comments on this one, as everybody from back in the 2010s comments perfectly sensibly on how absurd it would be to have a private company supply the ISS with a fully reusable rocket.






Face the Fear, Worldbuild the Future: The Games and World of Project Moon
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“The City” is Judge Dredd meets Warhammer 40k with plenty of shounen anime sprinkled on top. Its official map, as shown here, implies that it occupies approximately 44000 square kilometers, or around 17000 square miles (roughly 36 times the total area of New York City) and is home to a population in the billions[1]. It is separated into 26 distinct districts, each named for a letter of the English alphabet spiraling out from the center (though District 26 is conspicuously absent from any maps).

Each district, which is large enough that they’re generally distinct in both in culture and landscape[2], has what is collectively referred to as a “Wing”, made up of the district’s quasi-sovereign lettered megacorporation and its “Nest”—relatively normal, walled-garden subdistricts which also serve as the safe zones for the district’s corporate employees. In classic future-cyberpunk-dystopia fashion, each corporation has at least one powerful “Singularity” that gives it access to some aspect of advanced technology which helps to cement their local corporate hegemony. However, the de facto rulers of the City are the “Head”, composed of A, B, and C Corp, which is unfathomably powerful and oversees all aspects of City life. Everywhere else within the City’s borders but outside of a Nest is collectively referred to as the Backstreets—sprawling, dangerous lawless slums that cover most of the City and are generally neglected by the Wings, home to all manner of gangs ranging from low level street thugs to members of the five organized crime Syndicates collectively referred to as the “Five Fingers”.

I’ll return to this comparison, but the City is a fertile stage for the imagination in much the same way many tabletop game settings are. There are many important established facts about the world and pieces of its history—and numerous known and unknown organizations, factions, and individuals of wildly varying flavor and power level—but the door is left wide open to dream of almost any random adventure that follows the basic rules of the world.



Project Moon is an independent South Korean video game development studio founded in 2016. Their three modestly well-known games that share the City setting are:
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Lobotomy Corporation, a monster management sim.
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Library of Ruina, a TCG-style card battler.
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And Limbus Company, a gacha RPG that shares many of Library of Ruina’s mechanical concepts.

There are additional connected webcomics and announced future games that also tell stories that take place in the City, but for now we’re just going to examine these three games and their place in the world. I’m going to do my best not to spoil the plots of the games themselves and instead mostly comment on their mechanics and the ways they interconnect since that’s plenty interesting. That said, if you consider discussion of lore, worldbuilding, and explanations of complex game mechanics to be spoilers, here is your spoiler warning.

None of these games are strictly new—the latest of the three will have recently had its 2nd year anniversary event—but they’re very cult fan-y. I’m writing about these now partly because they happen to be what I’ve been playing recently, partly because these games are just obscure enough in the right way for me to flex my video game hipster cred, and partly because I can use them as a framework to tie together some of my broader, general thoughts on video games.

In the course of this review I’m going to give a brief(?) description of each of the three games, touch on aspects of the background setting, and then go from there on to a broader critique of writing and worldbuilding in games.



Lobotomy Corporation is a great place to start, since it’s the first of these and both requires and gives you the least amount of knowledge on the setting. Narratively, LobCorp and both of its sequels are presented similarly to visual novels: the gameplay is interspersed with written cutscenes over background art. Visually, its gameplay segments resemble something like the base management from XCOM: Enemy Unknown, but it actually plays kind of more like, say, The Sims.
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Lobotomy Corporation borrows some of its premise from the tradition of things like The Lost Room, Warehouse 13, Control, or—the one of these you’re most likely to have heard of—the SCP Foundation. That is to say you’re primarily concerned with quarantining, studying, and attempting to prevent the inevitable horrifying escape of objects and creatures with unusual and often extremely dangerous supernatural properties.

The game is structured around individual days, where your goal is to meet an energy quota, collected as a result of interacting with and studying contained “abnormalities”—the in-world name for the “SCPs” here. Four out of every five days adds a new abnormality to your facility—which is also being expanded over time—and so the challenge rapidly becomes juggling every abnormality’s preferences for containment and interaction to meet your quota without any of them causing problems or attempting to escape and murder your employees. Remembering the specific favorite food and bedtime story of only four flavors of ancient unknowable evils is tricky, when that number approaches 30 and beyond things get rather hairy.

Project Moon games are notoriously brutal and Lobotomy Corporation definitely establishes that pattern. The game expects you to be okay with harsh punishment as part of the process of learning to handle each abnormality (or to be okay with looking them up ahead of time on the fan wiki). It also expects you to be returning to earlier points in the game and has roguelite-style[3] persistent progression elements to encourage this. You can restart individual days, return to Memory Repository checkpoints (which save your progress every 5 days), or start fresh from the beginning, and in the latter two cases you keep all gathered research and equipment that you might have accumulated after the point it was saved. This is all also plot-relevant.

Being that this is written for ACX I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that Lobotomy Corporation and Library of Ruina, partly in the SCP tradition, have several, up-front, superficial references to Kabbalah[4]; your facility’s departments are unambiguously arranged in and overseen by characters named for the corresponding Sephirot (though in Lobotomy Corporation the Tree of Life is inverted), and abnormalities are given one of five threat levels named for letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
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Library of Ruina is a direct sequel to Lobotomy Corporation but is a very different type of game. It’s a card battler—the combat is sort of comparable to something like Slay the Spire, but there’s a lot less roguelite here. It has deck management that more resembles TCGs, with “books” won from battle being both your card packs and how you move the plot forward.

Library of Ruina has a ton of mechanical complexity in terms of deck building and inventory management. The combat is more problem solve-y than you might expect; you have the relative advantage of seeing all your opponent’s moves and have some ability to redirect them, but, as with its predecessor, the game does get rather difficult in spurts (“the difficulty spike is vertical” is a common community meme here). While it starts relatively simple, there’s also some initial friction related to Project Moon’s reputation for having really inadequate tutorialization[5]. The game has manuals that explain many of the basics, even visually, but there are important things that are left very unclear.
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For example, “light” is the resource that you spend on ability cards (in the screenshot above, the light cost is the number on the cards and available light are the dots above each character), but at first it seems to randomly reset to maximum and the game doesn’t clearly explain why. What’s actually happening is that you normally only recover 1 light per turn but it also resets to full and your maximum light increases whenever you increase a character’s emotion level (individual emotion levels are the number adjacent to the portraits in the bottom corners)—which can happen quickly when emotion levels are low. The in-game manual only explains in vague terms what causes emotion levels to increase and not much about what they do and why it’s a good thing. Maximum emotion level is also capped low and gated by story progression and so can’t be fully relied on to generate light in long fights (and so you need to be designing your deck to account for this). Throw multiple speed dice, page draw economy, passive attributions, and abnormality pages into the mix and deck planning becomes very complex despite only needing to pick out 9 cards.

There’s also some confusing, unexplained esoteric terminology[6]; your library has “floors” which is true in a literal narrative sense but in a gameplay sense this is shorthand for different teams of librarians, which are your player characters. Early battles are trying to be easy and so allow you to have multiple floors available to use per “reception”—encounters which can be one or more “acts” (battles) whose individual combat rounds are “scenes”—but they’re also so easy you won’t really need to, so it may not be clear that you’re partly intended to have multiple teams set up or have fallback teams prepared if your first is defeated. “Pages” are…well it depends on context. Normally pages are your individual skill cards (again, “books” here are essentially card packs), but key pages can be thought of as character classes—they decide individual librarians’ base stats, damage resistances, and what types of pages they can use, and contain build-defining passive abilities that can also be transferred to other key pages.

Lobotomy Corporation has a little bit of first-time-game-design jank but Library of Ruina is really where Project Moon has hit their stride. However, while I’m going to strongly recommend all three Project Moon games, for Lobotomy Corporation and Library of Ruina I’m also going to recommend that you not be afraid to use mods to cut down on some of the more annoying aspects of the difficulty[7]. I will definitely suggest that you try them without to see if that’s something you enjoy[8], but you’ll get to a point in Library of Ruina where repeating 30+ minute battles for 2 chances at getting a card you need does sort of start to lose its charm. You can also find guides on building decks[9] if that’s not something you enjoy or are good at, and again don’t be afraid to because the game is still plenty challenging even if you’re going into it with well-built teams and without grindy resource constraints.

And I mention that partly because the story of Library of Ruina is really fun and worth sticking out for because you get to see more of the City compared to Lobotomy Corporation. There’s a clever series of narrative conceits such that you start by encountering common Backstreets thugs and then progressively work your way up through all manner of the City’s progressively-more-powerful factions. It’s only slightly less ambiguous this time around whether you’re playing as the bad guys, and the game takes time to continue to grapple with LobCorp’s theming around doing horrifying things in the course of noble goals. Without revealing too much, the library keeps accidentally stealing everyone’s secrets and there’s a parade of elevating threats trying to recover them.

Taking down basic thugs eventually gets the attention of a mix of stronger gangs climbing up the organized crime hierarchy and similarly for the local Fixers. Fixers in this setting can be thought of as generic adventurers in the sense of a traditional tabletop RPG setting—independent quest takers/errand fodder. Fixers have all manner of organization, specialty, moral alignment, and explicit power competency levels, from the lowest at Grade 9 up to Grade 1 with the tip top shounen anime heroes & villains being the Color Fixers. You also eventually bump up against a couple of the Wings as things escalate[10].

Getting at least part way into Library of Ruina before picking up Limbus Company is a good idea both because it gives you a good amount of additional world context and some transferrable mechanical background, despite Limbus Company being neither a direct sequel nor strictly identical type of game.



Limbus Company is a modern gacha game, which, like roguelites, could be the subject of an entire separate post in terms of describing the genre conventions and variations. If you’ve played just about any mobile game you have most of the context you’ll need to understand what I’m describing, else if you’ve played a TCG like Magic: The Gathering it’s a similar sort of business model, else imagine any other traditional style of video game and then add monetized gambling on top of it. I, too, am frankly confused why these are popular (or insanely lucrative), but Limbus Company is at least getting me part way there to understanding some of it—here it’s packaged along with a pretty interesting integrated story and set of characters, and the City is still an interesting narrative playground. All-said, Limbus Company is widely considered to be one of the most fair-to-free-only-players gachas that exists currently[11].

Limbus Company is almost an auto-battler[12]—and you can kind of play it like one since the game gives you a big “pick stuff for me” button (that can be critically suboptimal to use exclusively)—but it’s actually borrowing a lot of mechanics, at least spiritually, from Library of Ruina. You sort of have speed die and skill decks and there’s clashing and redirecting which are still important, but now instead of dice rolls it’s coin flips and coin power, there’s damage types and mass attacks but there’s also sin affinities and resonance. I’m throwing all these out there without explanation to once again highlight that Limbus Company’s native tutorial explains all of these quite poorly—it’s bad enough that many long-time players will point you to YouTube for a better and betterer tutorial than the game gives you at the start.

The visual presentation is mixed. The UI in combat oversaturates you with useful and quasi-useful information, though fortunately the game gives you options to tone it down. The combat animations are very flashy and cool but can also make it very difficult to tell on the fly what’s going on, especially when you’re new and learning. The art, as tends to be common for anime-styled gachas, is pretty high quality—a mix of Project Moon’s traditional style with hints of Darkest Dungeon.
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Limbus Company continues the trend of opening up the City to us more than its predecessors; where Library of Ruina was sort of constrained to a central location, Limbus Company very quickly shows us a large variety of locations all around the City. This time we also have a strong central cast of diverse characters whose backgrounds touch on many important factions and locations we’ve only had glimpses of so far. Project Moon still loves their superficial references; all of the player character “Sinners” are named after prominent literature main characters with varying subtlety[13]. The gacha pulls in this case are for “Identities”, which are mirror world alternate-universe versions of the main cast where the characters were involved with various different City factions, with different abilities and affinities.
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The writing isn’t dazzling, but the scenario design is pretty good and having a large cast with clashing personalities makes for plenty of entertaining banter.



I have strong opinions on writing in video games. Mostly, it’s pretty bad. I think some of this comes down to the relative newness of games as a storytelling medium and partly on games as an art form also having quality requirements for gameplay[14]. Games can have good stories without having good gameplay but in my opinion[15] you cannot have a good game without good gameplay. However, I’m also willing to be very permissive on what we consider gameplay. For example, I would disagree that visual novels and walking simulators[16] are automatically disqualified from being good games—briefly, choose-your-own-adventure stories are a serviceable narrative vehicle and museum-like experiences are fine as long as, in both these cases, that is your operating expectation going into them.

Film is the next best comparison to video games for discussion on merits of the medium, firstly by highlighting that many crafts make up the whole—films and games will have writing and visual & audio arts that all need some element of harmony, on top of all manner of production and technical design. A film featuring a single person reading to you from a book might be widely considered to be a poor movie for not using the actual elements of the medium, in the same way we can criticize a game whose narrative is contained mostly in non-interactive elements. Secondly, we can note a clear delineation in types of film that will appeal to audiences with strongly different goals in enjoying them. A film snob will be looking for very different things in movies than someone who takes their family out Friday night to see the latest Product. There’s going to be an incredible variety in intrinsic motivation for playing video games, though video game snobbery is, uh, well, let’s just say there’s not a lot of consistent agreement.

A lot of games don’t really seem to understand how to use the medium to tell stories and I have what may be a somewhat counterintuitive example of this, Metal Gear Solid 4: Guns of the Patriots. Despite being a game from a series and director that is otherwise generally considered to be quite laudable for interweaving story and gameplay, the game is almost uniformly reducible to cutscenes. When it first came out someone made a 10-hour supercut of all the cutscenes, several of the CODEC calls, and a little bit of the gameplay—mostly boss fights for context—and it was frankly a pretty complete experience[17]. Some of this is Kojima being an eccentric auteur with a transparent primary love of film[18], but also probably most modern JRPGs—and frankly most modern Japanese games in general—have this problem, despite this criticism often being aimed at western devs. A lot of games suffer from stories being told at you in way that isn’t enhanced by making them interactable.

One of my general suggestions for working around writing being difficult in games is to prefer lore instead of story. To be somewhat reductionist, lore is information about a setting with discrete context versus story being information about a setting with continuous context. If you think of it like on a timeline, a story a continuous (or pieces of continuous) narrative along that timeline whereas lore (or any of its synonyms, such as, say, environmental storytelling) are disjointed points in the timeline of that world. Story is a video file playing from start to finish, lore is individual frames from that video.

As a critic of game design, I’d suggest that one should prefer lore to story because it allows you to do two important things. First, having this preference enshrined in your design strategy will help direct you to produce a refined gameplay experience without having to sacrifice worldbuilding. The archetypical example here is FromSoft a la Dark Souls—which is well-known both for having strong gameplay and for having a lot of its background information squirreled away in item descriptions—and this also applies for my second point, but I have a different good example.

Second, having a looser, lore-focused narrative is incredible for player engagement outside of the game. My flagship example here is Five Nights at Freddy's. FNAF and its sequels arguably have palpably bad gameplay, and, while they are top shelf horror react content, nothing else explains the series’ roiling, lasting popularity and outrageous success better than how continuously compelling it is as a piecemeal lore mystery. Ambiguity in storytelling can be a compelling tool in every medium, but works exceptionally well in media that attracts fan communities—works exceptionally well in video games.

Another underdiscussed aspect of video games as a narrative delivery vehicle is that some number of players will just never be intrinsically motivated to engage with a game’s story—some players just want to play the game. Since lore requires active engagement but tends to be optional, this means players who are interested in spending time immersed in exploring a game’s world through its lore can get a lot out of stretching their imagination, and players who are only interested in playing the game can move on and not be especially worse off for it.



The Project Moon games are a somewhat rare example of having a lore-focused world while also telling an interesting conventional narrative, and so we shouldn’t be surprised that they have a strong, dedicated fanbase. Way back at the start I compared the City to tabletop RPG settings like the Forgotten Realms from Dungeons & Dragons, Golarion from Pathfinder, or the sci-fantasy future world of Shadowrun. Lore-focused worlds and worldbuilding allow the observer to feel like a part of the world by requiring their interpretation, allowing and encouraging them to use their own life experiences to add context. Settings like these tend to have a liminality that sparks the imagination in a particular way that invites you to imagine yourself as part of that world[19].

I would almost admit that quarantining the games’ narrative beats to visual novel-style segments is in violation of my general criticism that game narrative and gameplay should strive to be more closely tied together, but I think the Project Moon games are also a good example of one of the ways you can marry gameplay and theming well along other axes. The games being difficult and disorienting matches what it has to say about the brutality of its world and, by extension, the ways it’s commenting on life outside the games. Yes there’s cool anime power tiering, but also life is brutal and unfair, you have to make compromises with powers beyond your control that don’t have your interests at heart, and chances are you’re gonna have to fight for some essential thing even if the fight is ugly—often even hope is paid for in blood.

My other pet example of this style of ludonarrative harmony[20] in video games is the Pathologic series[21]; games where the gameplay being incidentally frustrating and kind of miserable is definitely part of the intended emotional experience in ways that resonate with the narrative being delivered. Making games difficult as a companion statement to a game’s themes is a fine line that is often not executed on well; miserable games need to have satisfying payoffs lest they risk being only miserable.

Another recent-ish example of using gameplay to tell a story: INDIKA. INDIKA does kind of an unusual thing by being a pretty conventional almost-a-walking-simulator narrative-centric game, but it occasionally breaks things up to be an archetypical beep boop retropixel video game for a little bit. At first it seems kind of arbitrary but eventually it becomes more clear that the game is trying to say some subtle things about how faith is kind of like score-keeping in a video game, in that it could either not matter or be the only thing that matters, depending. The way in which the walking-simulator-versus-oh-yeah-we’re-a-game segments are so discrete is kind of clumsy, but I extremely appreciate that the game was trying not to be ashamed of being a game and it elevates what otherwise might have been a more generic experience.

One last example of the unusual ways video games can be used as storytelling vehicles both in their design and in the playing: the story of MyHouse.WAD, which I won’t default recommend you play but I suggest experiencing through how its story is told by Power Pak. MyHouse.WAD is a cryptic modded Doom map (yes, as in the old school 90s shooter Doom) that carries forth a number of modern inspirations and whose full narrative is very much in the style of an ARG. Its construction is also technically impressive with regards to how it used the available mod tools; if you’re interested in the details I suggest checking out the series of videos by DavidXNewton that starts here.



Finally, in case this is the only thing you read on video games I’d like to make the case that they’re worth your time as entertainment. Basically, I can guarantee they’re less disappointing than prestige television, though admittedly they have steeper admission fees.

First, let’s acknowledge that there’s a lot of highbrow disdain for video games, and there’s simple explanations for why. Video games are a superstimulus for accomplishment. People love MMOs because they let you live out the fantasy that your work is consistently rewarded. I love games but I think it’s a fair criticism to say they’re capable of draining motivation that might be better spent elsewhere.

Video games grab at intrinsic motivation in a way that’s unique relative to other media, and this is definitely a double-edged sword. Like most cultural products, they can bring out strong passions and poor behaviors—one need only peek in on any random Steam forum to see some of the worst of online society.

But there are a few key reasons it can be worth your while, especially inasmuch as any form of entertainment can be worth your while. If you can find the right people, you can make strong, lifelong friends over games. One of the three weddings I’ve attended was for a friend I’ve known over a decade from online games. Personally, the only direct contact I’ve had with the people from the rationalist community has been over games.

To me, there’s something slightly more elevated about a medium that requires your active participation. Similar to how I describe interpreting lore, the act of playing a game requires at least some small element of unique, individual expression. The things I love most about games are in the variety of unusual experiences they can provide and that there’s usually some element of problem-solving involved, and that’s a set of mental muscles that can be worthwhile to exercise.

Video games have an incredible genre diversity and there truly is something for everyone[22]. If you love competition and self-improvement, there’s every flavor of outlet for that. If you love stories there’s every flavor of that too, regardless of how much whining I do about the writing quality, and if you love love stories there’s multiple outrageously successful otome games and gachas. There’s an incredible diversity in types of puzzle games. There’s games to flatter whatever your political sensibilities are, and ones that do a good job of mocking all of them. Stuff you can play with friends.

There’s only so far I can go making specific recommendations anonymously, so let’s bring things full circle by reiterating my recommendation for Project Moon’s games. I don’t think they are complete experiences that you can truly have without playing them, but that might be either the video game snob in me talking or that the games have successfully captured my imagination. I can also recommend both that you be okay with watching story summaries and/or consider using mods to reduce the difficulty of the two of them that you can, though I also strongly recommend that you try both games as the base experiences first too—I think these games have good gameplay even inasmuch as it may be worth subverting some elements of them to experience. I think a lot of care and attention have been put into these games both as games and as a setting, and it shows if you’re willing to engage with them. They’re challenging but not insurmountable, with strong narratives and an interesting world[23]. Each one has their own flavor of gameplay but if you’re only there for the City there’s plenty to stretch your imagination on too, and so they’re very much worth exploring in whichever way matches your tolerances.

Lastly, as always, keep your eyes buttered till the end.




Notes


[1]

Some fan theories like to speculate that it takes place at a specific location on the moon based on circumstantial evidence regarding the official map (hence also “Project Moon”) but the apparent scale technically doesn’t fit. Though also, official sources say the population is 7 billion, which is a similarly impossible level of population density—roughly 10 times that of the notoriously cramped Kowloon Walled City.



[2]

Some districts have substantial forests and regions that could be considered rural, so it’s not strictly dense, uninterrupted buildings. Districts 19 through 21 and part of 22 also border the Great Lake. Everything else outside the districts is the Outskirts.



[3]

I’m going to be dodging an additional long paragraph trying to describe roguelites in detail by trying to summarize it as “challenging, repeated short-form gameplay with persistent external progression elements”. The archetypical roguelite examples include games like Hades or Slay the Spire.

Not to be confused with rogue_like_, which are games much more directly descended from, and should-be-expected-to-be-very-similar-to, the old classic, Rogue.



[4]

I genuinely promise I forgot this detail when I first decided to write this.



[5]

“Tutorialization” here is a fancy word like “onboarding”—how the game teaches you how to play the game. Lobotomy Corporation suffers from this just a little bit as well, but it’s a relatively straightforward game and does a pretty good job of introducing new mechanics gradually; Limbus Company suffers from this a lot.



[6]

This is relatively common in non-Western games and honestly this is a large part of their charm. Frankly I wish more Western games would be brave enough to be deliberately confusing and disorienting.



[7]

Library of Ruina has official Steam workshop mod support, and I specifically recommend NoGrind (makes Book and Page drops effectively infinite), BaseMod (required for NoGrind), and Achievement Unblocker (if you’d like to use these without disabling Steam achievements). There’s a variety of external mods for Lobotomy Corporation too, but I never used any—I ended up stopping short of reaching the true ending and watched a plot summary video, which is something that I think is also a valid option and might recommend for either game as well.

They both also have several mods that add content, and Library of Ruina even has a built-in reception editor.



[8]

Many of the most positive Steam reviews for Library of Ruina have something on the magnitude of 200+ hours with the game, my best estimate with using a mod like NoGrind from start to finish is something like 80+ hours. There’s plenty of game here.



[9]

I recommend the series of guides that starts with this guide by Dice_24K.



[10]

My favorite is part of a storyline that may be partly an homage to the Jaunt.



[11]

As I understand it, another common criticism with gachas is that they can be difficult to jump into later in a game’s life and supposedly this is true of Limbus Company as well, but personally I got lucky enough with early pulls (caveat: it’s common for these kinds of games to deliberately give you good luck at the start to encourage you to keep playing) that I have a very solid team capable of mostly coasting through the story. The only drawback is that there’s a lot of intended team diversity I’m missing out on without spending big bucks on pulls but again I haven’t hit a wall that wasn’t overcome just by straight leveling up. There have been a few extremely difficult bosses but there’s only maybe one so far where a specific character I had made a difference versus just playing mechanically better.



[12]

The wikipedia article for "auto battler" links the genre name to descendants of Dota Auto Chess, which, as I understand it, isn’t strictly accurate—there have been multiple subtypes of this in mobile games long before Dota Auto Chess and, at the very least, this kind of thing was a custom game staple in ancient RTS games like Starcraft and Warcraft 3. Auto-chess-style games are usually just called auto chess and are better thought of as a subgenre of auto battlers. Auto battlers are usually centered on some form of setting up teams and then mashing them up against enemy teams in a way that is played out without significant player input once the action has started. This has been fertile ground for gachas for a long time, since you can tie the monetization to building complex teams and then also unfairly scale the enemy encounters to encourage people to spend time or money making their teams more powerful. This is the kind of paragraph I was trying to avoid for describing roguelites and gachas.



[13]

Their character arcs and personalities also tend to mirror their source inspirations in some manner. Here’s the full list for a bit of fun trivia, in numerical Sinner order (h/t this new player FAQ by solaariel):


	Yi Sang — the author and presumed first-person main character of the Korean novel, The Wings

	Faust — of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s play on the classic German legendary character

	Don Quixote — The Ingenious Gentleman Don Quixote of La Mancha by Miguel de Cervantes

	Ryoshu — based on the subject of a Japanese short story by Akutagawa Ryunosuke called the Hell Screen

	Meursault — the main character of a French novella The Stranger by Albert Camus

	Hong Lu — Hong Lu’s given name seems to be a reference to the title of the relatively obscure Chinese novel Xiùxiàng Hóng Lóu Mèng (Dream of the Red Chamber) by Cao Xueqin, but his proper name, Jia Baoyu, is also shared with its main protagonist

	Heathcliff — of Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte

	Ishmael — from the American classic Moby-Dick by Herman Melville

	Rodion — from Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment

	Dante — of the Divine Comedy

	Sinclair — from a bildungsroman by Herman Hesse titled Demian: The Story of a Boyhood

	Outis — a reference to the pseudonym used by Odysseus when confronting the Cyclops

	Gregor — from The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka





[14]

I’m going to sort of dodge around defining gameplay because I think that gets way too into the weeds for no payoff. And also partly because come on it’s in the word there, it’s like “mouthfeel”, it’s not that you need an explanation, it’s a fuzzy concept that’s sort of intuitive once you engage with it. We’re talking about what it feels like to play a game. It’s gotta be good, pending the few exceptions where misery is an intended part of the experience.



[15]

This will be the last time I use this phrase, subjectivity is implied.



[16]

“Walking simulators” are a quasi-recent, mostly-western style of game that often include minimal gameplay elements aside from moving around an environment where often the story is told at you. The quintessential example of this is Dear Esther.



[17]

You could make a counterargument here that the supercut including gameplay at all is undermining my point, and/or you could go on to make a further argument that this also applies to watching a Let’s Play—that most games can be experienced by watching (others play) them. My admittedly weak rebuttal to this is that you won’t have fully experienced them by doing this, but I’m sympathetic. As a video games enthusiast, I would strongly recommend playing games as the primary way you spend time with the medium, but I love them strongly enough that I wouldn’t criticize you too harshly if your preference is for watching others play them.



[18]

This extremely understates Kojima’s influence on video games though—his games are constantly calling shots on things that go on to become popular staples in games or are eerily accurate cultural predictions. Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater is one of the first games to have rudimentary survival mechanics. P.T.—a teaser for a game that was never actually made—singlehandedly revolutionized horror games. The last parts of Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty was an absurdly prescient series of predictions on the internet in general from 2001. Death Stranding’s commentary on social atomization seems quaint in a post-COVID world until you remember it started development in early 2016 and released November 2019.



[19]

That said, it’s an important part of worldbuilding that there be concrete answers, even if they’re not clearly revealed—fans will very quickly notice when you’re making it up as you go along.



[20]

The obscure good-twin to the much-more-common “ludonarrative dissonance”, when the narrative is subverted by the gameplay. For example, when your main character brutally murders hundreds of henchmen in the gameplay and then abhors any and all violence in the cutscene.



[21]

The HD remaster of the original and it’s remake/sequel. Part 3 will have been out recently as well.



[22]

Finding the right hardware can be tricky, and will probably be what most constrains your options. There’s a ton of mobile games you can play on your phone but they’re usually not near the apex of general quality. Consoles and desktop computers aren’t strictly cheap but if you already have the latter you will instantly also have a ton of options spanning the entire history of gaming. You don’t really need “gaming” hardware unless you’re only interested in modern titles.



[23]

Also, this didn’t fit anywhere else but they all have pretty banger soundtracks.






Feminism

I’m a male young millennial who, around 2011-2012, was strongly and passionately pro-feminism in most respects. In recent years, I turned fairly strongly against it. Now, having moderated somewhat, and after many long discussions and arguments with a female cousin, I’ve attempted to “steelman” both sides of a few key debates. This dialogue is an experiment, to see what happens when 2011-me and 2021-me go head-to-head within my own brain. In general, Angelica represents a mixture of my own positions a decade ago and the positions of my cousin. Alexius represents a mixture of my positions a few years ago and those of a few online critiques of feminism that I’ve found compelling (even if I didn’t end up agreeing with them). Beyond that, I’ve occasionally tried to steelman positions that neither I nor someone I trust ever believed, but I’ve mostly avoided doing this. So when Alexius and Angelica agree on something, it means the rejection of that thing is a position I’ve never understood, nor has my cousin, nor has a case for it been persuasively made to me. Since this happens reasonably often, the dialogue may be of limited interest to those who do hold to such a rejection.

Beyond that, my focus has been to present opposing attitudes faithfully, rather than definitely resolve issues. And by “feminism”, I simply mean the general cluster of attitudes found in 2010s-era users of the term, with no more precision than that.

General

ALEXIUS: Hi.

ANGELICA: Um, hi. Well, I'm a feminist.

ALEXIUS: And I think feminism is destructive and toxic, and does nothing but hurt and oppress men. Let's begin the debate.

ANGELICA: All right, let's. I'm a feminist because I believe women are consistently mistreated, brutalised, and oppressed. I believe strident feminism is just and necessary in the world we're living in.

ALEXIUS: Why?

ANGELICA: Honestly, where do I start? Okay, first is the unfair double standards, there are so many of them, and they're just so unfair. Men having sex is admirable, women having it is shameful. Men speaking up assertively is encouraged, women doing it is condemned. Fathers can have careers but mothers should devote their lives to their children. Boys will be boys but girls need to act proper and all that. How can anyone defend this kind of thing? It's the definition of unfairness. It's repugnant to reason itself. And who can deny these attitudes are extremely widespread if you interact with people a tiny bit? Have a consistent principle one way or the other! But people won't do that. We need feminism to make them do the basically fair thing.

Second, the amount of violence inflicted on women is just astronomical. Just look at the news every day. The amount of domestic violence, of sexual violence, of sex trafficking, of media exploitation, and of routine dehumanisation of women by men. Just look at locker room talk, look at unmoderated internet comments sections, look at how juries aquit rapists because "she was asking for it", look at how women are harassed and hated in so many fields and subcultures. Nothing remotely like this, at this scale, happens to men. How can you possibly deny that? In a remotely civilised, just world, women, being usually physically weaker would be given MORE protection by society, rather than LESS. How is it not the most evil thing you can imagine, a world where untold millions of women are beaten regularly, or raped regularly, or stuck in abusive relationships terrified they'll be killed if they leave, or their children will? How is it not the most evil world, where huge sections of society, police, workplaces, street culture, are committed not to protecting them but to all these prejudices excusing their abuse?  How can you possibly say we don't need a really militant strong movement to stop all this evil happening? And how can you POSSIBLY say men are "oppressed" in any meaningful way by comparison?

And third, all the prejudices about what women can't do, and the gender roles they're forced into, and the discrimination accompanying that. Do you have any idea how hurtful it is to not be encouraged in your talents, but discouraged and pressured into giving up your dreams because all you're fit for is getting married and having children? To see your male classmates and coworkers get every assistance and encouragement that you're denied? To see that nearly every "hero" of history, and nearly every famous fictional character, is a man?. To never be judged as an individual but always as "the girl"? I don't think you have any idea at all what this is like! Do you honestly believe this happens just as much to men? I mean, apart from maybe a handful of very feminine fields and being a stay-at-home parent. That's it. In the vast, vast majority of careers and hobbies and areas of life, men are assumed to be fit and capable, women are not. How can you possibly say both sexes are oppressed equally, or that we don't need feminism?

ALEXIUS: Hmm, okay. I see your points somewhat, and I see how my original statement was misleading. I suppose I don't think feminism "oppresses men" in the collective sense you're talking about. What I would instead say is the following four points.

First, strident feminists are, in general, the worst people in the world! I'm not even exaggerating. They seem to lack every single virtue and possess every single vice magnified to the extreme. They are utterly consumed with rage and hate. They are vulgar and hedonistic, seeming to lack any concept of beauty or compassion. They are the most proudly selfish people I've seen, saying "I want" and "I demand" and "I don't give a fuck about your feelings" an unimaginable amount. They are childish and juvenile, completely unempathic, sadistic and love scapegoating people and hurting them as much as they can (men who are extremely feminist but slightly disagree on one thing being their favourite targets), they are stupid and mathematically illiterate and PROUD of that, and I could go on and on. Even if your theoretical feminism were impeccable, I'd refuse to endorse the label until I can look at the average prominent self-described feminist and see someone with something resembling a conscience.

Second, women just aren't meaningfully oppressed in most of the West. Maybe they used to be (though I think the conscription issue might have counteracted all of that) but definitely not now. The wage gap is a myth: if you examine the data and adjust for the CHOICES women make (to work less hours for example) it disappears. Domestic violence is taken very seriously, so seriously that ordinary due process rights are uniquely stripped away in that particular context.  I could agree that feminism was necessary 50 years ago or 100 years ago but it definitely isn't today, where WE are.

Third, this leads on to the fact that in all the places where what you describe is indeed the reality, where horrific violence and misogyny is the norm, the feminist left not only doesn't care about stopping it, they ACTIVELY STAND IN THE WAY of doing anything about it! The Islamic world, for example, is full to the brim of just the evil you describe. I'd guess one small set of average Muslims contains more violent misogyny than all the West put together! And yet the feminists do everything they can to STOP us fighting that, and to call it racist to even mention it, and to totally shut down discussion of every aspect of the issue! What...the...fuck! Seriously, what the fuck? And it's the same with black rap culture misogyny, and East Asian misogyny, and misogyny in various indigenous groups. How can you possibly deny that this is all a billion times worse than what happens in white Western culture? How can you possibly deny that woke feminists do everything they can to shut down discussions of that? And how, therefore, can you deny that feminists don't actually give a fuck about vulnerable women suffering, and care only about privileged rich white Western women and their comparatively trivial problems?

Fourth, about oppressing men. What I mean is not that men as a whole are oppressed by feminism, I agree that's ridiculous. What I mean is that vulnerable men, unpopular men, low-status men, are oppressed by feminism. That feminism and feminist policies provide a tool for doing horrible injustices to these types of men, a horribly successful tool that's almost impossible to resist or even talk negatively about! It's a reliable weapon that women, whenever they have a problem with a man of lower status or lesser individual power than themselves, can use to get their way, to demonize their rival no matter the merits, and to shut down any challenge to what they’re doing by deeming it sexist or patriarchal.

ANGELICA: All right. On your third point, I have nothing to disagree with. I totally agree that misogyny is a billion times worse in the Islamic world. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t fight the misogyny we have in the West as well, but it absolutely does mean we should be focusing heaps of attention and scrutiny and condemnation on the Islamic world and doing everything we can to end their evil practices and their brutal treatment of women. I don’t think the feminists who ignore that fact are at all as numerous as you imply, but I agree they exist and I can’t possibly defend them.

I completely disagree with your second point. Just because some problems are taken more seriously than in the past, doesn’t mean they don’t still exist to a huge extent. Domestic violence happens all the time. Most of it goes unpunished. Whatever the reason for a wage gap, there is one. And that creates inequality.

As for feminists being aggressive and cruel, I agree they can be. It’s not ideal, obviously, and I wish they were more rational and compassionate, on the whole. But the key thing you’re ignoring is that when there’s this huge powerful system of harmful and oppressive practices that has existed for so long, anyone wanting to fight it is going to have to use a lot of aggression and anger. That’s just what a fight is. Also, it’s a bit hard for me to take too much concern from a few men being occasionally mistreated by feminists. I agree it’s wrong. But, given how much women have suffered at the hands of men, and for how long that has been the case, it really seems like a kind of justice for there to be a bit of a reversal.

ALEXIUS: Justice? That’s like saying because Jews oppressed Christians in 1st century Judea, it’s justice for Christians to oppress Jews in 15th century Spain. The people who did the atrocities and the people suffering are different people.

ANGELICA: Well, I didn’t say it was literal justice, did I?

Sexual harassment

ANGELICA: So what about sexual harassment? In, like, the vast majority of fields, women are harassed. Not all women, sure, not all the time for the ones who are. But a lot of us are harassed, and for some it really is all the time. How can you defend this?

ALEXIUS: Who says I defend it?

ANGELICA: Well how can you say a strong response isn’t necessary? Are women supposed to just accept this risk, every time they start a new job, every time some new people start working with them, as just the price of existing? Are the ones being harassed just supposed to take the daily fear, and daily humiliation?

ALEXIUS: Can you define harassment?

ANGELICA: Behaviour that makes someone feel terrible? I think you know what I mean by harassment, and I hope you’re not trying to rules-lawyer me or play semantics.

ALEXIUS: No, I swear I’m acting in good faith here. I think the definition is crucial. Why don’t I give mine and you tell me what you think? I’d say harassment, sexual or otherwise, is a kind of bullying that requires the intent to make someone upset. As long as it’s defined like that, I will whole-heartedly condemn it and call for its eradication from all schools and workplaces.

ANGELICA: So you’re saying it has to require intent?

ALEXIUS: Yes and that most of the feminists explicitly reject this requirement.

ANGELICA: Well it all depends what you mean by good intent. If you honestly didn’t know something might ever be a problem, and as soon it’s pointed out you stop? Or, if you knew it would upset her, but your “official intention” was just to make a joke or arouse yourself, so you did it anyway? Those two are very, very different.

ALEXIUS: I’d include all cases of the first, and some of the second, under good intent. “Making a joke” doesn’t cut it, because that almost always means laughing at someone, which by its nature is a nasty intention. But genuinely wanting to go on a date with someone, knowing she might be angry at being asked out but giving it a try, and she gets angry…I’d say that’s her problem, if she takes  a good faith expression of natural human affection as somehow offensive.

ANGELICA: The thing is, she might have some kind of trauma. It might actually be really stressful for her to be asked out, even if it’s done politely.

ALEXIUS: So therefore what?

ANGELICA: So therefore it’s important to be very sure something like that is wanted, or not unwanted, when you’re in an enclosed environment that the woman can’t easily leave. Like a workplace.

ALEXIUS: It doesn’t seem reasonable to me that something so desired by the vast majority of the population, romantic love, should be denied to them in many contexts because there are a few people with hang-ups and traumas. Shouldn’t it be the responsibility of the latter to clearly telegraph that they don’t want that? Instead of expecting others to read their minds? Or only ever asking people out who have already made clear they want to be asked out?

ANGELICA: The harm done by having something done to you is far greater than the harm of not getting something you want.

ALEXIUS: But the number of people who consider that a “harm” is much, much smaller I would think. So the consequentialism evens out. Plus, there are suicidally lonely people. Does that latter fact upend your moral calculation?

ANGELICA: No because that’s even rarer.

Abortion

ANGELICA: Abortion? Are you against it?

ALEXIUS: Against it? Uh, yes I am. With a few narrow and compelling exceptions. Killing another human being, let alone a baby, for your own convenience is…I honestly can’t find the words.

ANGELICA: Okay, do you think it’s wrong to eat chicken?

ALEXIUS: I don’t think so, no. Are you trying to make a moral equivalence between a baby and a chicken?

ANGELICA: Well, hear me out. You’re calling it a baby, which I’ll accept for the sake of the discussion to avoid stupid semantic games. It seems to me there are three ways you can argue that a chicken and a human baby are morally different. First, you could say that God created humans, but not chickens, in his image, and commanded us not to kill humans only in whatever holy book. But that’s entirely unpersuasive to anyone who doesn’t share those religious beliefs, and a secular state surely shouldn’t have laws that make sense only from a particular religious perspective.

ALEXIUS: That definitely isn’t the basis of my objection.

ANGELICA: Second, you could say that because we are humans, we have special obligations to fellow human beings, which we don’t have to other species. But how is this any meaningfully different than saying that because we are white, we have special obligations to other white people that we don’t have to other races?

ALEXIUS: Hm.

ANGELICA: The argument has literally the exact same form!

ALEXIUS: All right, I’ll accept it, but it seems like a weird analogy. I can’t prove why though.

ANGELICA: So that leaves a third reason, which is I think clearly the only defensible one. Human beings have vastly greater intelligence, memories, emotions, desires for the future, and so on. That justifies treating an ordinary human and a chicken completely differently. But a baby in the womb, even at a late stage, possesses none of these properties that distinguish us from chickens. It probably possesses far less of these than a chicken! I adapted this argument from Peter Singer, and I think it shows that there is no morally defensible basis for being pro-life but eating meat.

ALEXIUS: Is that the entirety of your reason for being pro-choice?

ANGELICA: What do you mean?

ALEXIUS: I mean that that’s an argument strictly from a lack of sentience in an unborn baby. I disagree with the argument, and I’ll explain why in a moment. But I want to say that I can respect the argument (and that I don’t think it’s evil, only misguided) in a way that I can’t respect the standard feminist defences of abortion. Which are usually pretty explicitly clear that they don’t consider it relevant whether or not an unborn child is sentient, and that a woman has an unconditional right to kill her baby even if it’s fully or partially sentient, even if it’s in horrible pain, for any reason at all, or none! And I find that…quite possibly the most evil sentiment I’ve ever heard a person express to my face.

ANGELICA: Well, there is the Violinist Argument that’s often used as an additional defence of abortion. Is that what you’re referring to?

ALEXIUS: That’s exactly the kind of thing I’m referring to. I think that argument is horribly flawed in numerous ways, not least of which that it only works (and was only originally intended) for abortion in cases of rape. But more fundamentally than that, I just can’t comprehend how any decent person could be emotionally capable of accepting that conclusion. To look at an innocent, infinitely vulnerable person connected to them and coldly think only of themselves. Just, who could think like that?

ANGELICA: Hm, okay, I think there are some things you’re skirting over here. First, I see the Violinist Argument as not a central part of my reason for being pro-choice, but as an additional useful point, and I see the point primarily as the fact that most men would not accept the moral obligation to stay connected to an innocent person themselves. I think it’s telling how few pro-life men actually bite the bullet and say you should stay connected to the violinist.  If they did that, instead of weaselling around trying to say the cases are totally different, then I would feel very differently. It’s all about the hypocrisy for me. Now I want to make clear that I don’t think the pro-life movement is built on hatred of women--that’s a stupid claim. (I think it is mostly built on religion: you can hardly find a pro-life organisation that can resist mentioning God or the Bible on a regular basis, or that they’re also against homosexuality or something else that has nothing whatsoever to do with saving babies, and this is the main thing that makes it difficult for me to take their moral claims seriously.) But I do think it’s grounded in certain male-centric perspectives. I do think pro-life thinking, whether currently expressed by men or women, was formulated by men as abstract moral reasoning that, for the men formulating it, was understood implicitly as something that would never apply to them. It’s very easy to abstractly argue that some consideration has no moral relevance when you’ll never be affected by it. I see the Violinist Argument as exposing that deficit, showing how many who dismiss bodily autonomy when it’s relevant only to women suddenly give it much more weight when they can imagine a scenario where it would apply to them. I think this greatly strengthens the pro-choice position, but the foundation of that position is still very much the lack of foetal sentience.

ALEXIUS: Look, I disagree with the sentience argument for three reasons. First, we don’t possess perfect medical and scientific knowledge. No matter what modern medicine says about the existence of consciousness at a specific stage of development, it’s always possible that future research could show we were wrong about that, even if currently can’t see how. This has happened innumerable times throughout history. So running the (perhaps small, perhaps not; we don’t know what we don’t know!) risk of murdering millions of partially conscious human beings for reasons of convenience (or any other less-than-compelling reasons) is unconscionable.  Second, even if unborn babies at that point aren’t at all sentient, institutionalizing the principle that it’s okay to kill humans if they lack certain abilities or faculties is so incredibly dangerous, for what I hope are obvious reasons. How much easier will it be to further extend this lack of legal protection to other humans, on other grounds than lack of consciousness, as long as we have this precedent of making such broad exceptions? And third, to move away from these strictly consequentialist arguments, I see it as fundamentally evil, in a virtue-ethical sense, to kill a fellow human being (let alone your own child!) for minor or selfish reasons. A lack of consciousness does not stop this being an intrinsically vicious act. And if you do so openly not caring whether the child is conscious or not, calling that a completely irrelevant consideration—very explicitly the position of most feminists, regardless of what your own position is—that makes the viciousness infinitely worse!

ANGELICA: I think we have to go with what science actually says, not what it might say in some hypothetical universe. There’s an obvious unbridgeable difference between a lack of consciousness—the possession of which is what it means to be a being—and a lack of any other property. And this “benefit of the doubt” argument is not one we apply in pretty much any other context. We don’t ban cars and electricity on the basis that running the risk of killing human beings is never justified for reasons of “convenience”.

ALEXIUS: I think there is an unbridgeable moral difference “doing an action that has a small risk of killing a sentient human being” and “deliberately killing a human being who has a small chance of being sentient”. Only the most naïve utilitarianism—the kind that says failing to save lives in Africa is exactly moral equivalent to murdering people—could suggest those things are in the same moral universe.

ANGELICA: Of course, you’re also greatly downplaying the actual effect on women of having to carry a baby. This is never in the remote ballpark of “mere convenience” and it’s telling that you would describe it so.

ALEXIUS: It is close to mere convenience on the scale from nothing to death. That’s what my objection is: not to saying that there are significant moral interests in women avoiding unwanted pregnancies, but to saying that these totally outweigh the moral interests of babies in continuing to live! To the extent that the latter is of no significance at all!

ANGELICA: Look, even if there are a lot of feminists who talk like that, and ignore the sentience issue, how does that change the fact that the sentience issue does exist? You’re basically saying that because a position has some bad arguments made for it, that we should reject it even if good arguments can be made for it.

ALEXIUS: Well I do have some issues with the “good arguments” as well. But I agree the sentience ones are somewhat principled and morally coherent, and not evil. But I disagree that the existence of the evil arguments doesn’t matter. This isn’t just “some people” making these arguments; this is the entire movement dedicated to maintaining legal abortion being grounded in the assertion that an entire class of human beings, based solely on where they are, have no rights whatsoever. That is what “bodily autonomy” means in this context! There’s a hardly a feminist on the planet who doesn’t endorse “bodily autonomy” in the context of abortion, and that phrase by logical definition implies that an entire class of humans have no rights whatsoever! I think such an ideology is so fundamentally repugnant to any moral or civilized society that it needs to be maximally opposed, by all decent people, at all costs.

ANGELICA: It’s easy to make that characterization. The reason it’s easy is that, for most of human history, women’s interest were not taken into account by law and morality at all. And so, you can look at the moral doctrines that were formulated over that time and see no distinction made between human beings, of questionable sentience, in the womb, and unquestionably sentient human beings outside the womb. And because no such distinction was reliably made in past moral thinking, you can look at modern feminists trying to institutionalize this enormous distinction and see a terrifying movement aimed at stripping away previously recognized rights. But the only reason this looks terrifying is because it’s so new, and the only reason it’s so new is because there was no motivation to make the distinction in the past, since women’s interests had no weight.

The reality is that abortion is a unique kind of moral situation. The bodily autonomy of women in this case isn’t at all comparable to bodily autonomy in other cases, I grant you that. But also, the right to life in this case isn’t at all comparable to a right to life in almost all other cases. It’s a unique situation that in an ideal world would have been heavily debated and analysed throughout history. In our imperfect world, where women were ignored until a century ago, it got hardly any debate, and so the current situation looks terrifying. But I maintain that once you put aside that apparent horror, which exists only because centuries of moral doctrine was formulated only be men, feminists are making a case for a coherent position that extends women the autonomy that men take for granted, with the tradeoff being removing a “right to life” from a group of beings that, we argue, it never made much sense to ascribe that right to had all sentient interests been properly taken into account.

ALEXIUS: I feel like this reasoning can be used to justify nearly any radical human-threatening and rights-threatening movement. Maybe the only reason Jews are considered human is because of biased Jewish-controlled history. Maybe the only reason kings aren’t allowed to rule their subjects like slaves is because the last few centuries have been maligned by an unfair disregard for the natural rights of kings. My position, and I’m firm on this, is that a morally decent political movement is not going to ground itself in the elimination of the previously-acknowledged rights of a particular group. Humane people, with humane goals, will always have ways of reforming society without doing such a thing.

Nice guys

ALEXIUS: Okay so the Nice Guy issue. What do you think of that?

ANGELICA: They’re not really nice.

ALEXIUS: How can you say that?

ANGELICA: We’re talking about men who are “nice” to women and then get angry when they won’t sleep with them! Being “nice” to someone only to get something from them is not being actually nice at all. And I don’t think you have any idea how hurtful it is to find out that he was only nice to you to have sex with you. And to then be condemned for not “rewarding” this fake niceness!

ALEXIUS: Okay there are two problems with your characterisation. The first is that the average Nice Guy is actually nice, generally speaking. That’s how I and many others use the term, not for someone simply feigning niceness. It still seems to be clearly the case that such men are generally unattractive to women. And that creates enormous problems for the entire project of feminism.

The second is that even if we’re talking about merely instrumentally nice men (which we’re usually not), the complaint is not that these men deserve a date or whatever for simply acting nice. It’s that they deserve more, or at least as much, as someone who approaches women and doesn’t even attempt to treat them nicely. And yet the empirical evidence seems to show that they get treated worse.

I agree there are some men who complain that being nice doesn’t get them a date, full stop. But the standard grievance is simply this: if I’m nice to you and you reject me, that’s fine, but don’t then go and date the other guy who treats you like shit!

ANGELICA: So wait a minute, first of all, why exactly does this create “enormous problems” for feminism?

ALEXIUS: Basically, feminism tells men to treat women respectfully. If you have a state of the world where men who do that are consistently less attractive to women than men who disregard respect, and less likely to get dates, then you are, first of all, causing the men who do the right thing to be disadvantaged for it, which is intrinsically unfair. But second and most importantly, you teach men that obeying feminists gets punished and ignoring them gets rewarded. I can’t think of anything more destructive to the cause of feminism!

ANGELICA: Okay. Well, I could challenge you on the factual basis of this claim that genuinely nice, respectful men are less attractive to women. I could point out three things. First, that most of the “evidence” for this claim comes from personal anecdotes and the collections of these anecdotes and complaints that accumulate on very biased platforms (where men whose experiences don’t fit the trope at all have no incentive to speak up, and every reason to think they’ll be attacked for lying or “whiteknighting” or whatever), so they are nothing remotely like a fair sample. And trying to do surveys or polls with this sort of thing is almost impossible, because of the sheer number of confounding factors many of which (e.g. looks, charisma, previous social interactions with the same person) are all but impossible to accurately survey or control for. Second, anyone who has been rejected by a love interest in favour of another person has an extreme vested interest in viewing that other person as a horrible asshole, since they are a rival. I don’t even know if it’s possible to overcome this overwhelming psychological bias, and that makes almost all these anecdotes compellingly flawed. Third, there is a type of “bad boy” who women frequently find highly attractive, but I don’t think it’s what you think it is. It’s a hero who is moral and kind but also strong and brutal against bad people, i.e. a protector. I think most women would say the kindness is the most important part, but that given that, a strong kind man is more attractive than a weak or somewhat cowardly kind man. But many men think that means a strong abusive man is better than a weak kind man, which is completely wrong!

ALEXIUS: Well, you make some insightful points, but I’m not sure there isn’t still a lot of evidence for my claim, even controlling for all that.

ANGELICA: Maybe, maybe not. My point is really that you can’t be sure, your confidence in the claim is unjustified. But resolving factual questions definitely is not really possible here. So let’s move on to the theory.

ALEXIUS: I agree, and in any case, I’d be quite reasonably happy if you insisted that you don’t believe this rejection of nice guys really happens, but that if it did it would be a very bad thing that needs to stop. That’s what most of us want, for the grievance to be acknowledged and not shut down. If women did routinely prefer assholes to nice guys, do you acknowledge that they need to be in some sense shamed for that? They’d be doing more damage to women’s rights than almost anything men do, because they’d be creating an overwhelming incentive for men to not respect women.

ANGELICA: Well I already pointed out the view that many of these Nice Guys are actually feigning niceness to get you in bed. And even if they’re not, even if they think they’re genuinely nice, if they are expecting a reward for it and upset if they don’t get it I’d question how nice they truly are. Actually nice people don’t expect to be rewarded for basic decency! I see no reason why feminists should agree to shame women for resisting such sexist manipulation!

ALEXIUS: As I said above, there are many men who really are nice (to everyone, not just to the women they want to sleep with), and you’re doing this unfair thing where you create a category that does exist (men feigning niceness for sex) and then exploit the similar wording shared between the fake and genuine case (“Nice Guys” with capitals) to trick people into lumping the latter into the former. It’s a rhetorical trick.

But I’m particularly bothered by the second thing you said, that you’re not really nice if you get upset that your niceness isn’t acknowledged or reciprocated. This is so psychologically cruel it’s hard to describe. Imagine a cult that demands perfect morality of its members, and you’re a member and you try so hard to be perfect, but you’re told you’re probably going to hell anyway. And despite this you keep trying, and even when you see the cult leaders being hypocrites and violating all their own rules you keep your head down and keep trying to be good anyway, because it’s the right thing to do. Then one day you can’t stand it any longer and you politely point out unfair it is that no matter what you do you’re still dammed, and that the leaders don’t even try and are somehow rewarded. And the leaders tell you that this proves you were never really moral to begin with, and that you were only doing it for a reward and so now you’re definitely going to hell and you’ve proven you deserve to. This is the kind of psychological abuse that your thinking amounts to here.

It’s eminently reasonable for a genuinely good person to be upset when their good behaviour is not acknowledged or reciprocated. It does not in any way prove that they weren’t genuinely good. And again, what most of us are asking for here is absolutely not that being respectful to women should get us a date. It’s that it should help, even if only slightly, and above all that it shouldn’t in any circumstances harm us!

ANGELICA: All right, I’ll admit that saying “women shouldn’t date insufficiently nice men” is a much better take than “women should date me, because I’m sufficiently nice”. I think the first problem is that you greatly understate how much of the Nice Guy discourse really is the second one. And even if it currently isn’t (which I think is clearly false) normalizing the first claim makes it far too easy to normalize the second one, and I hope you can see how harmful that would be. “If I tick these boxes, you’re obligated to date me” is so contrary to everything feminism stands for that I hope it’s understandable why feminists would fight tooth-and-nail against permitting any attitudes that have even a possibility of turning into that.

Beyond that, I think you mischaracterize feminists if you think they are in favour of women dating disrespectful or abusive men. Most feminists would say that’s a terrible thing for a woman to do, and that she should be encouraged not to do such a self-harmful thing. Some would be against “shaming” her nonetheless, due to what a shaming culture can lead to (see my previous point) and some would shame her as normalizing such behaviour and harming women generally. The one thing they’ll agree on though is that the harm of such a thing is towards women. The thing that makes the Nice Guy discourse so repugnant is that it presents nice men as the ones being harmed. And it’s hard to view this as anything other than men thinking they’re entitled to be dated just because they’re sufficiently nice.

ALEXIUS: As I explained, it’s not that. It’s harmful to women, for obvious reasons, and harmful to men due to the psychological harm of being disadvantaged for doing the right thing, and seeing those who do the wrong thing rewarded for it. You’re greatly underplaying this psychological harm. I, at least, would be perfectly happy if the world changed so that not a single nice guy gets any more dates, but all the not-nice guys stop getting dates. That would be a perfect solution.

And I don’t perceive that feminists are remotely interested in making that happen. Why don’t you want to make that happen?

ANGELICA: I think, ultimately, that this discourse has such potential harms, as I mentioned, and has become so toxic, that it needs to be avoided. These discussions, about women tolerating abusive treatment and how men are supposed to interpret and relate to that fact, can be held in different terms and with different vocabulary. Avoid the term “Nice Guy” and all its associated lore, and avoid centring men as the primary ones being harmed, and maybe these discussions would be more fruitful, and feminists would be less likely to think you’re implying things you may not be.

ALEXIUS: That sounds exactly equivalent to a demand that the word “feminism” should be retired, and that discussions of sexual equality should be held without any of the confrontational tones of modern feminism. I struggle to see any meaningful difference.

Privilege

ALEXIUS: Do you think men are “privileged” over women?

ANGELICA: Of course. I don’t even know how you could deny it. Do I have to list average income, representation in legislatures and on company boards, traditional religious doctrines, social judgements on sexual behaviour, leads in movies, physical safety in public, and on and on and on?

ALEXIUS: Well what about custody and crime and, historically, conscription?

ANGELICA: Those are a handful of examples in the pro-female direction. In the pro-male direction, we have thousands! That’s what we mean by privilege.

ALEXIUS: All right, let’s talk about privilege. I find the feminist discourse on privilege so outrageous and obnoxious, because there’s this fundamental incoherency in the definition of privilege that they use: they have two different definitions, and they switch between them whenever convenient, and whenever it allows them to be most indifferent to the suffering of people other than them.

The first definition, which makes perfect sense on its own, is the following: A is privileged over B if A is, all things considered, better off overall than B. This is a fine definition of privilege, and one that captures what people usually mean by the term. But feminists aren’t consistent with it at all. As soon as you point out that a homeless man is obviously less privileged than a rich and powerful woman, they insist that that doesn’t count, that the former’s male privilege is not in any way negated by his lack of some other kind of privilege. So they’re denying that it’s a matter of being better off overall.

Well, there’s a second definition that allows that response, and it’s also a reasonable definition on its own. Which is that A is privileged over B if A is, in some areas of life, advantaged over B. On this definition, you can insist that a homeless man has privilege over a rich woman, on the basis that there are certain areas in which he’s still advantaged over her, despite the much larger number of areas in which it’s the reverse. But feminists don’t stick to this definition either, because it would imply that while men are privileged over women (due to things like domestic violence and representation in high positions), women are also privileged over men (due to things like child custody and criminal sentences). So, as far as I can tell, feminists have no consistent definition of privilege. They rely on the first definition when it suits them, switch to the second definition when it suits them, and in both cases to dismiss the grievances of anyone other than the affluent women who run their movement.

ANGELICA: Well, look, as a preliminary point I want to note that it’s perfectly possible to construct a coherent definition of privilege that excludes both of your cases.

ALEXIUS: Yeah, sure, you can construct a convoluted ad hoc definition—like, A is privileged over B if and only if A belongs to a different demographic group than B, and it’s one of the demographic groups that has been deemed to matter and not one of the ones that hasn’t, and that demographic group is overall better off, but only in the areas of life that have been deemed to matter, and when comparing demographic groups their precise unique circumstances need to be carefully considered and not rounded off to which one is better off overall, but when comparing individuals they need to be rounded off to the overall position of their group and their precise unique circumstances ignored—but that’s pretty meaningless I think. You can also construct a long convoluted ad hoc justification for why most mistreatments of women are justified for non-sexist reasons (e.g. “a person is allowed to beat up a person weaker than them, but only when they’re living together in a traditional marriage, and only when no weapons are used, and only when both are able-bodied and of average strength for their sex—so allowing domestic violence has nothing to do with sexism!”). I think if you go well beyond the limits of intuitive and elegant definitions, you’ve lost all claim to having meaningful moral principles.

ANGELICA: Okay. I can agree with that in principle. But I don’t think your specific examples of feminist thought are incoherent or convoluted. First, because well-off feminist women do demonstrably concern themselves with the welfare of groups other than themselves—black and gay men for example. Second, because there really are principled reasons for excluding both “wealthy woman over homeless man because of overall position” and “women over men because of custody and crime” as meaningful examples of privilege. I don’t at all agree with you that this is a “convoluted ad hoc definition”.

ALEXIUS: Well, what definition—what natural and intuitive definition of privilege that excludes both cases but includes the often-very-first-world stuff feminists want to talk about—are you using?

ANGELICA: I would say it’s all about history and social structure, basically. Men and women are natural categories both biologically and because of such historical commitment to rigid gender roles. Races are meaningful categories because of society’s historical commitment to separating them. However, some aspects of class are not as significant as categories, because they’ve sometimes been a lot more changeable, depending on the time and place. And one thing that’s definitely not really comparable to sex and race, which you’ve previously made a big deal of, is “social status”. It’s already a vague term, and it’s almost completely context-dependent and very changeable.

So I think there is a real need for categories to differentiate a specific kind of disadvantage—one grounded in innate differences that society has a long history of discriminating on. It’s particularly important to acknowledge that two people similarly situated with respect to one more temporally variable characteristic—like being homeless—can be treated profoundly differently based on their difference with respect to one of those innate ones.

ALEXIUS: Don’t you see a problem, when one demographic group (or collection of demographic groups) can seize control of the public discourse and institutionalize certain idiosyncratic definitions of moral categories that are specifically and deliberately designed to favour their particular demographic circumstances and override or disregard the circumstances of other groups? The definition of privilege you are using has been formulated by explicitly political purposes.

ANGELICA: Well, yes it has been. Living in a democratic society means that social discourse and social change is, in fact, created by political groups with political purposes, often sharing demographic characteristics. If one demographic doesn’t advance its interests, is someone else going to do it? The fact that feminists use a particular definition of privilege, formulated in a specific way for feminist purposes, doesn’t stop other groups from formulating their own concepts to express their own grievances.  It doesn’t mean they need to demand our grievance framework should cover theirs, though.




Freedom of Speech

In defense of free speech, John Stuart Mill wrote, “But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race; … If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth, produced by its collision with error,” (On Liberty, 31). If I had five minutes to show him the collisions of truth and error on Twitter, I think he’d gouge his eyes out with his quill pen.

If Mill lived in an information desert, we live in an instant delivery mega-mart. Free DoorDash on steroids constantly delivering you stuff you never even asked for. When the price of entry is high, only the wealthy and the disciplined can afford to play. When the price couldn’t be lower, you welcome the masses. Who do you think produces higher quality opinions?

In Mill’s time, the suppression of opinion was a tragedy because there wasn’t enough to go around. Any potential new idea was an innocent summer child, full of world-changing potential. Snuffing them out before their time was, as Mill says, “evil.” Now we have more information about more things than we could possibly care about, and instead of steadfastly limiting ourselves to only forming an opinion when we have questioned and defended it, we shoot off id-level thoughts as fast as our fingers allow us. I would argue speech is freer today than ever before, particularly for Americans. Not only are we free to spout nearly anything into the ether of the internet without worrying about the state chasing us down, but broadcasting your opinion to millions of people has never been cheaper. For the early free speech advocates, this is total victory. If they saw our society today, would they agree?

The answer would probably depend on which free speech theory they believed in. I think these fall into three broad categories:


	
 Freedom of speech allows for the fulfillment of the intrinsic human desire of recognition and expression, so any society that values human freedom and flourishing should allow it.




	
 Freedom of speech allows for ideas to operate like goods in a marketplace, so if we allow free discussion the best ideas will naturally rise to the top and shape society.




	
 Freedom of speech promotes an informed public, which is necessary for the proper functioning of democratic governments.






At a glance, I wouldn’t bet the mortgage on any of these holding true in the modern age. Social media, the top facilitator of modern free speech, gives people a historically unprecedented opportunity to express themselves and receive recognition from the world, yet it has continually come under fire for ruining mental health, and continuing the degradation of other forms of community. I think the second theory can easily be put to rest with the rise of modern misinformation movements like anti-vax. This once fringe position has now even penetrated the halls of HHS. Obviously, the best ideas don’t necessarily stay at the top [1]. This also applies to the third theory. As we can see in our modern political moment, one in which free speech is under explicit attack while the state’s actions get supported by people who call themselves “free speech absolutists,” the unrestricted spread of information does not necessarily lend itself to preserving a healthy democracy.

Perhaps it’s time to reevaluate. The first arguments for free speech arose in the 17th century, and America’s commitment to it began in the 18th. Back then it was absurd to acknowledge that a woman could say anything meaningful. Today people converse with an algorithm tailored to their personality on a metal and glass device assembled from pieces across the globe. In the time it took to send one letter back to England, you can now find likeminded people thousands of miles away, create a discord, exchange hundreds of ill-thought messages between rounds of League, and then plan a community protest/fundraiser /car bombing. The world has changed, and it’s time to change our outlook on free speech. It’s time to reevaluate the arguments for it with a modern lens, and decide how we can still achieve their original aims in the present.

Intrinsic Human Need

I think the desire to express oneself and need for recognition are self-evident. Art has existed in some form since the first homo sapiens walked upright and thousands (millions?) throughout history have chosen self-expression at the expense of death. Expressing yourself feels good, and being forcefully suppressed doesn’t (citation needed). And in fact, forcefully suppressing the masses is usually a bad idea, because eventually they get fed up and revolt, and then you end up in the situation your suppression tried to avoid all along. So, if our goal is to allow all humans to meet their basic needs, and doing so will create a stable society, free speech sounds swell.

But…let’s not forget how we deal with other human needs in society. After nutrition and shelter, sex is arguably the next most important human need out there, and we have a host of laws, rules, and norms regulating that. No one calls themselves a “free sex absolutist” and claims that anyone should be having sex wherever and whenever they want with whomever they want. Perhaps we as a species have lived through enough sexual violence to know that to truly maximize everyone’s sexual freedom, we need to limit that freedom to certain times and places under specific circumstances. The specifics can be and constantly are debated, but we all recognize that restrictions must exist. Maybe we’re approaching this point with free speech as well.

Of course, the liberal democracies of the world have already recognized this. You cannot literally say anything with impunity. In America for example, death threats are illegal. Also, the rules change in specific contexts. Lying in general is legal but lying under oath is not. I think these are sensible exceptions that don’t deny anyone’s intrinsic desire for expression while protecting everyone else’s. It’s easy to imagine someone threatening someone else with death if they ever say “X” again, which would be limiting one person’s freedom of expression. If we take the view that freedom itself is an intrinsic human desire, and our societal goal is to maximize it, then of course, we need restrictions, even if they sometimes interfere with some people’s desires [2].

Accepting this, we’ve admitted that speech has societal consequences. Sometimes these consequences are predictable. If a pop artist expresses their gratitude to their fans, they will probably compel thousands of them to respond with heartwarming messages. But not every case is so straight forward. Sometimes a female media critic will make comments about video games and boom we’ve opened a new front on the culture war that still rages on in some form today. I think all the speech described in this situation from all parties could be defended as someone feeling compelled to express themselves. Anita Sarkeesian felt it was necessary to criticize the way women were portrayed in video games and I think many of the Gamergaters responded as if they were under attack. Whether the criticism or backlash was justified is not the point, instead it’s this: what starts as perhaps legitimate free expression can quickly spiral into freedom limiting speech when you have near lightspeed information travel and no internal or external oversight.

In the past, the freedom limiting problems of free speech arose slowly, and while the state may have dealt with these problems with varying levels of competency, the magnitude was not the limiting factor. Free speech problems can arise for the state from either someone publishing a controversial work, or from more organic word of mouth discussion and action. If the state exerts control over all the publishers, method one is out, and the speed of method two is directly proportional to how physically spread out the citizens are. Compared to today, this might as well be a canoe racing a rocket ship. This meant pre-internet the deck was always stacked in the state’s favor, making it very easy to argue for allowing more free expression. Virtual reality completely flips the power dynamic. First it creates a mega-commons, shrinking the distance between everyone to exactly one DM/tweet/comment/post/subscription. Second, underneath this mega-commons are infinite sub-communities hidden from the light of day. They can exist with entirely different norms and attitudes, but are always in close proximity with everyone else. This is not inherently bad, but it’s risky. Some communities tend towards emotional, freedom limiting speech, and they can instantly inflict it on the masses before anyone can stop them.

On the one hand, people in these communities now have access to greater freedom of expression, and in many cases, I would say they are satisfying a need, or at least that’s how they interpret it. I would also say this level of unchecked freedom has been harmful both directly to others and indirectly to the quality of discourse in general. As I mentioned earlier, we’ve lowered the price of entry to have an opinion, and now anyone can blast their intrusive thoughts across the world. Most of these get ignored, but some go viral. And even if we do have some law in place against specific kinds of speech, we don’t have laws against the kind of speech that breeds the illegal speech, and that seems like a near impossible thing to even legislate against.

Understanding exactly how ideas spread and breed is complex, perhaps impossible, but I think one observation is clear. As the amount of information has increased in the world, so has the entropy of communication. We’ve conquered the natural restrictions, and like so much of the rest of nature that humanity has conquered [3], we need to impose our own restrictions, lest we hamper our own freedom in the name of freedom.

Marketplace of Ideas

Perhaps the most common prevailing idea behind freedom of speech is a belief in the marketplace of ideas. We believe that accepting all contributions would necessarily result in the best rising to the top. But a marketplace with no structure is not a market. Instead, it regresses to the jungle. Only our basest desires determine the outcomes. The desires that think only of what we need right now, regardless of our future needs, or the needs of others.

Classical neoliberal economics assumes that people behave rationally. I think this is an assumption that weakly holds when it comes to buying goods and services. No matter how many mental hoops you jump through, your money is a physical constraint and eventually it forces you to deal in reality. However, ideas seldom need to be directly confronted, and even when they do, the human brain is exceptional at finding new ways to justify what you already want to believe. If I’m a bike manufacturer and all my bikes fall apart after three rides, eventually everyone will catch on and I’m bankrupt. If I’m a pundit and the brand of masculinity I peddle makes you repulsive to your wife, you blame her not me. Especially if I keep you angry at her.

Ideas are less like goods in a marketplace and more like organisms subject to the inescapable force of evolution. I’m hardly the first to make this observation—the whole field of memetics exists—but I think it’s a perspective that’s often overlooked in free speech discussions. As I quoted earlier, Mill thought clearer perceptions of truth came from their collision with error. This isn’t necessarily wrong, iron sharpens iron when both instruments are used correctly, but if you give everyone you see on the street a whetstone and a sword, save yourself the trouble and call 911 now.

Developing coherent, consistent ideas about human rights and social welfare takes carefully managed effort. This of course describes Mill, Milton, and anyone else who managed to get published pre-television. The masses don’t have this discipline, and are subject to the whims of passion and custom. Milton says as much in_The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates_ when he leads off with, “If Men within themselves would be govern’d by reason, and not generally give up their understanding to a double tyrannie, of Custome from without, and blind affections within, they would discerne better, what it is to favour and uphold the Tyrant of a Nation,” (3).  In On Liberty, Mill wrote extensively against the tyranny of the majority as well, saying “there needs protection also against the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them;” (8). Even two of the earliest and strongest proponents for speech recognized that it could be hijacked by the masses; that the best ideas wouldn’t necessarily rise to the top, and left to their own memetic evolution inevitably it’s the most appealing and spreadable ideas that succeed [4]. Yet despite these reservations, they were confident free speech would tend towards the discernment of truth.

Hang on, I have some good news about the state of the world over the last century.
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Now let me remind you what this cost us. Yes, all these achievements took millions of hours of collective human labor and ingenuity, and thousands of failed experiments before finding the right ones. But that’s not the cost; those hours would’ve been spent regardless. Achieving all this has required advances in human expertise and hyper specialization, which is great for our collective wealth and the experts’ sense of importance, but we’ve lost the ability to easily communicate how the world works.

At first glance this doesn’t seem like a huge loss. Do you really care how your iPhone is made? But there’s a security in feeling self-sufficient, even if that feeling is based on falsehood. Ancient farmers lived at the whim of the weather, but they felt like they had some control over their circumstances when they made their sacrifices. But we divided labor far beyond self-sufficiency centuries ago, and when people feel impotent over their survival, they turn to knowledge. Again, even if what they believe to be knowledge is incorrect, at least it provides a feeling of control. “I know how that works, so I feel confident it won’t break. And if it does, I can fix it.” Flashforward a few more centuries and now we have scientists in all fields explaining that the way things really work is actually very complicated and relies on a deep knowledge base that requires close reading, genuine curiosity, and years of study, and the average viewer fell asleep the second you opened your mouth and uttered your monotonous [bicoastal] unaccented voice (or in the case of racism, your extremely accented voice, but that usually stokes rage instead).

So, evolution continues. And the most spreadable ideas aren’t the complicated ones given by institutions, but simple ones from trusted sources. A friend, a priest, a mistress. Interestingly there was a moment post-modernity but pre-internet when the public intellectual thrived. There was a time when people actually watched policy debates with intrigue, and, even if most people were resistant to change as they naturally are, at least the pervasive feeling was that debate could lead to learning. This was as close as we ever came to a fully realized marketplace of ideas. The amount of information in the world was still larger than ever before, but with limited means of dissemination, the experts still held the reins. The choke points were a check on wild evolution. You can argue that a democratization of information dissemination is better, that it allows more views to be heard, that concentrating it in the hands of a few is inherently oligarchic, that putting too much trust in any one source is risky, and I think those are fair arguments, but just know that the alternative is not a world in which everyone argues like scientists. It’s where everyone argues like your drunk uncle. The mid-twentieth century offered us a glimpse into what a true marketplace of ideas could’ve looked like. But then we finished building Babel, and God wasn’t there to save us this time.

Where do we go from here? If we’re agreeing on maximizing human freedom, and you believe in that in the negative sense, then maybe you’d say it’s best to just let memetic evolution run its course. Maybe it’ll lead us to the dark ages, but at least we didn’t prevent anyone from saying anything. We let the most popular ideas win and that’s how it should be, right? And if the most popular ideas lead to tribalism, low-trust, and war, as humans have a track record of doing, what then? Sometimes you need some restrictions to truly be free [5]. The capitalist ideal of a perfectly free market has always been just as much a pipedream as the communist ideal of a perfectly centrally planned one. There have always been powerful interests that used their resources to shape public discourse, and even if they are suppressed, they will always lurk just beneath the surface. Maybe we can use them.

No matter the time in history, the government or the largest corporations or the wealthiest families have always put their thumbs on the scales of the market. Both in the real marketplace and in the realm of ideas. I think we can easily see that this will happen in any form of government or economy. In our society, corporate interests exert massive influence over what messages get spread, and it has gotten even more explicit recently. Historically, when states have had relatively more power, well that’s where freedom of speech originated from (see Mill, Milton, etc.). Essentially, we will never have perfectly balanced power in society (and if we did I doubt that’d be a steady state), and those with power will use it in their own interests, often whether they want to or not. So instead of reflexively blowing a gasket whenever we see a larger entity exerting its power in the realm of speech, perhaps we could do what we can to channel it towards a greater collective end.

Backbone of Democracy

Concerned with defending personal liberty, the American founding fathers established a republic, and defended free speech as a pillar of that republic in the Bill of Rights. Perhaps no individual freedom is more embedded into the American ethos. Instrumentally, it’s obvious why the founders saw this as a necessity. In a system where the government is supposed to carry out the will of the majority, the majority needs to be able to communicate its will. Unfortunately, most people don’t know what they want. Fortunately, the modern age has provided a solution. Infinite information. Perfect product placement. Shiny simulacra. Rampant rage. Turns out this is what the powers that be think will uphold their status. Shame.

It’s true, you can find well-reasoned policy memos, scathing political criticisms, and meaningful debate if you look hard enough. These haven’t been censored. But one third of the population is allergic to politics and another third haven’t separated political emotion from fact in over a decade (or ever) [6]. If you’re a genuinely curious and self-driven individual, there’s never been a better time to be alive. You can access more information, learn about more topics more deeply than any scholar in history. Yet it’s become a joke that every person walks around all day with a device that can direct you to the entire wealth of information humans have discovered, yet we use it to kill time watching TikTok. Sure, it’s a joke, but when TikTok, Instagram, Facebook and the like begin to hold sway over millions of people’s opinions and political actions—usually replacing the influence of more well-informed actors—when do we stop laughing? When do we admit that unchecked free speech on the internet does not create a well-informed electorate? I think the answer is: when we start to see a reversing of material human progress.

You might want to look away.

Welp. Looks like it’s time for an admission. This wasn’t a problem that the founders didn’t see coming. James Madison discusses this extensively in The Federalist No. 10. He notes how easily factions of people can be swayed by passion to hate one another. While he focuses on how this can lead to one group violating the rights of another, I think the argument can easily extend to one group working against the common interest of the nation. To protect against this, he says we can either suppress opinion (evil), fully align all opinions (impossible), or try to control the effects of mass passions. Shocker, he defended option three and explained how a representative democracy accomplished this goal. He writes, “A rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for an equal division of property, or for any other improper or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole body of the union, than a particular member of it; in the same proportion as such a malady is more likely to taint a particular county or district, than an entire state,” (The Federalist No. 10). It’s the law of averages. Even if one district elects a crackpot representative, most won’t be as crackpot in the same way. In a world more shaped by physical distance than our current one, each group would have more diverse interests—all somewhat based in material reality—and where one group wanted to kill the Catholics, another three would defend them but each want to kill someone else. Diversity of passion was the immune system. It allowed the agreeable, reality-aligned ideas to pass through while blocking some of the most anti-freedom ideas [7].

Then ideas got the internet, which is what a college basement rave is to a disease: a superspreader event. Unchecked evolution, and every new infection is a chance for a mutation. But ideas have another leg-up that (most) viruses don’t. Some ideas benefit the powerful, and they will always exert their power to push the ideas that (they think) benefit them. So, what do you get when a particularly virulent meme helps the elite? The memetic equivalent of smallpox blankets.

“The elite” is an ambiguous term so let me clarify here. I’m not saying there’s a shadowy unified cabal of actors polluting the meme supply. Rather there’s a diverse set of powerful actors that often prevent the memetic immune system from healing, sometimes consciously sometimes not. Elon Musk is one prominent example, first calling himself a free speech absolutist then turning around and banning several journalists from Twitter and boosting specific accounts. Fox News positions itself as a news organization, yet intentionally spreads misinformation while not following journalistic practices when these falsehoods are uncovered. Perhaps less consciously, there’s Joe Rogan who is essentially a personification of Twitter. By this I mean he has hosted world-renowned experts alongside conspiracy theorists, giving similar levels of non-scrutiny to either, making them appear to have equal legitimacy. Why do these actors do this? Because it makes them wealthier and higher status. And in the case of Musk and Fox News, it’s not just their own pockets they care about, but also their political power. These entities could be more careful and approach topics with more nuance, but then they would lose their mass appeal. As we’ve already acknowledged, it’s the simpler ideas that spread easier.

It’s important to note though that while these elites hold more individual sway, the same phenomena play out at all levels of wealth and influence. The stereotype of woke-scold SJWs didn’t rise out of nowhere. It’s a constant source of infighting, even acknowledged by leftists themselves. That’s because to these individuals, the status (and for a select few, monetary) gain of performing purity politics is more important than understanding the truth of the subject at hand. Thus, we once again see the creation of “factions” facilitated by social media. The immunity granted by representative democracy works by averaging out the fringe views and amplifying the common ones. But when factions can capitalize on the simpler fringe views so quickly and widely, this fails.

A side effect of modernity is that the amount of information has exploded, which probably sounds like a paradise to the 18th century thinkers. Yet more is not always better, in fact when inundated with too much information at once, our reasoning shuts down, and emotion takes over. Throw in deliberate bad actors to stir the pot, and we’ve foiled Madison’s dreams. I can’t fault him for not realizing this. Just as proto-humans would never have imagined a society where obesity was more prevalent than starvation, we live in a world where unfathomably distance doesn’t dictate communication spread. Yet even some free speech absolutists saw potential flaws when it came to deliberate misinformation. In his famous dissent in Abrams vs. United States (1919), Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes said “Only the emergency that makes it immediately dangerous to leave the correction of evil counsels to time warrants making any exception to the sweeping command, ‘Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech.’ Of course I am speaking only of expressions of opinion and exhortations, which were all that were uttered here[.]” It seems Holmes is leaving the door open to shut down freedom of speech on some other types of speech. In fact, in Schenk vs. United States (1919), Holmes created the “fire in a crowded theater” exception. Also, as I noted earlier, we already have restrictions on lying and misinformation in certain contexts where we highly value the truth, like in court. If we think a function of free speech is to promote an informed public for the purpose of creating and running a democracy, I think we can reasonably extend these exceptions to speech that deliberately undermines this ideal. Have we passed that point with misinformation campaigns? What about when people are genuinely ignorant yet still hold massive influence in culture?

The Modern Age

Recently, new norms around internet speech have tried to assert themselves, and chief among these is the infamous “cancel culture.” I do think modern cancel culture brings up a few good points. On the one hand, it seems perfectly legitimate for private individuals and corporations to disassociate from someone based on their speech. Isn’t that the marketplace of ideas working as well as it can? Maybe, but people have significantly more interactions with influential private entities than they do with the government. Who do people blame when their lives suck? Their boss. What forces do people brush up against in their daily lives? Private companies—whether as a consumer or worker—and social obligations [8]. If they lose their job or their friends, what do they have? It’s not like there’s another town they can flee to, because on the internet every community is adjacent to every other community.

However, I think the bigger concern for many cancel culture targets is loss of narrative control. When information moved slower you had more time to control your narrative. In fact, there were fewer narratives to go around, so the shape you gave your narrative carried at least some weight to the audience. Now before you’ve even uttered your second syllable you get coded as left or right, and you have a whole media pipeline reinforcing whichever image they’ve assigned you. The second you put our message out, you lose control, and when there’s backlash, it feels unfair. The problem is the feeling of impotence.

How do these compare to government censorship? I would say it’s better than death or prison (and thankfully a side effect of the modern age is twelve second attention spans), but if you try explaining that to your friend who got fired over a meme they posted two years ago without a second thought, don’t be shocked when you receive a screed about the downfall of western civilization. In a world where people haven’t been (until recently) imprisoned for their speech, this still feels like unfair coercion. This becomes even more true when it’s your identity under attack and that’s all you have. You can come back from prison if you still have your identity, but if it’s been stolen from you and distorted by the public, well I’d recommend keeping your gun safe locked for a couple nights.

But does it work? Some people certainly think more before they speak now, which seems like an ok direction to me. However, I do think honestly framed questions and observations that originate from a genuine curiosity about the world and a desire to understand the truth, should be stated and discussed. I think cancel culture has prevented this, but maybe this is only an ideal [9]. Maybe we will always need some guardrails because the dishonest actors will take advantage of any opening they can get.

Two excerpts sum up these points. First, from Matt Yglesias:

“I have noticed that Black people are significantly overrepresented in the top ranks of professional basketball, and my guess is that you have noticed this as well. You need to be more of an NBA fan, though, to have noticed that residents of the former Yugoslavia are also overrepresented. I’m not sure why people from the Balkans outperform other people experiencing a lack of melanin. I am also not sure why Black Americans outperform white ones. You could imagine these dual outperformances having similar underlying causes or very different ones. I have not looked into it, and frankly I don’t intend to, because I am happy living in a society where it is considered unseemly and inappropriate to preoccupy oneself with such questions.”

On its face, this seems unnecessary and contrary to the goal of finding truth. But TracingWoodgrains arrives at the reason for this in this tweet, and the reply makes Yglesias’s point explicit:
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In light of this does cancel culture work? If there are dishonest actors who are anti-truth seeking and who want to limit the freedom of others, then I think it’s good to have some kind of pushback mechanism, and perhaps it’s better that this mechanism is wielded by a collection of private actors as opposed to the government. Still, we can improve this, and I will return to this later.

First though, I want to point out the anti-cancel culture backlash, which asks what is the statute of limitations on speech? One more egregious case I found was that of Alexi McCammond. She tweeted some pretty racist stuff back in 2011 (at age 17), apologized for it and deleted the tweets in 2019, but was then fired in 2021. As far as I can tell, her apology strongly condemns her past actions and her work as a journalist seems to back up her sentiments. It’s surely reasonable that in ten years someone who has explicitly apologized and condemned their past actions could have changed. This highlights a problem with the “collection of private actors” mechanism I described above. Instead of being dealt with in a systematic way according to established rules, this mechanism runs on emotion. No one cared about her racist tweets for years until she gained some prominence, and then it became news to people, and as far as internet strangers are concerned, a tweet from yesterday and a tweet from ten years ago look the same. Even if you know one is old, it takes effort to give yourself the additional context, and that’s a level of effort most people won’t exert. After reading a news story about this that presents all the facts in a more organized way, I think most people can see that this is kind of absurd, but in the moment, we’re subject to the tides of emotion.

The internet distorts both space and time, making everything appear on equal footing, anywhere instantaneously accessible from anywhere else. On top of this you get a platform where anyone can send their most impulsive thoughts into the void. Of course you’re going to get mob violence online. It’s an inevitable consequence of the structure. No context, no distance, just inflammatory statements and reaction and reaction to reaction [10]. When there was more institutional/governmental control, you had to write your opinions longform (or at least in_a_ form) to get them distributed to the masses. Even if you wrote drivel dressed up in the king’s English, at least there was some context, at least people knew how to orient themselves with respect to your opinion, at least people could judge you on scale with more precision than ALLY or ENEMY. But without this we default to the basics. Enemies must be crushed; allies must be saved. Overreaction one way begets overreaction the other way, and now racial slurs are making a comeback.

How do we fix this? I’m going to borrow from Kyla Scanlon here and say: context, context, context. I agree with Scanlon’s claim that how something is said is more important than what is said in the modern age, yet most of the focus on free speech is centered around content. The cancel culture focus on limiting discussion of certain topics is essentially a hedge against undesired second order effects (e.g. bigotry). I think Elon’s Twitter has shown this idea to be a failure. Expelling ideas outright from the public sphere just pushes them to the fringes where they can thrive, and thanks to the compression of distance on the internet, it doesn’t take much for these ideas to hit escape velocity.

If instead there were parameters around how things could be said, if there was a requirement on the structure, length, and thoroughness of each post, maybe we could avoid the de-evolution of discourse to the most instantly emotionally appealing memes. This is a restriction on free speech, but not a silencing of opinion. It’s an attempt to prompt better opinions. The exact parameters would need to be fine tuned with experimentation, but I imagine something like this:


·         Claims must be falsifiable

·         Must include a well-reasoned justification for your claim

·         Must pre-empt/address at least one potential counter argument

·         If the claim includes objective information like numbers or a chain of events, must include a link to a source

·         Must include a stated goal in the first post of the thread – I’m less married to this one

Perhaps these specific parameters are infeasible, but I think they’re a good attempt, and the more objective the better. Of course, implementing these will require top-down power, and the corporations certainly won’t do it, so it would likely need to come in the form of government regulations. And while I think these parameters would generally elevate the thought required for discussion, and keep discussion participants correctly oriented towards the goals of the discussion, I think the better effect will actually be something else. It will allow for the censorship of genuinely freedom limiting speech when it doesn’t meet the criteria for discourse, which I think is more virulent as a meme when it’s presented in a thoughtless emotional way, without suppressing whole topics outright. As with any new rule, this could be inconsistently applied depending on the interests of the platform owner, but I think erring this way is better than the current wild west.



I think the most important thing these guidelines promote is the completion of the thought. When you see something you already agree with, it’s easy to nod, feel superior, and move on. This won’t defeat that—you can’t force everyone to read the whole post—but it at least provides more opportunities to complete the thought. You can see why someone believes what they do, and it gives you the chance to evaluate your beliefs against theirs. Similarly, instead of dismissing anything you disagree with, it will provide a chance for some more granular evaluation [11]. People can still lie, they can still cite fake or faulty sources, but at least those avenues are now open for attack. If someone’s Twitter history is just a chain of one sentence anti-vax tweets, there’s not much you can do to pushback. You may not change the mind of the poster, but for everyone else, they will have the chance to see fuller arguments, a chance to use reason rather than defaulting to enemy or ally. Partial thoughts clog the mind, and only when they are written on the page can they become complete. Only then can we truly think.

Will this work? I don’t know. I’m not even sure how consistently these rules need to be applied. Should this apply to joke posts and parody accounts? Would this literally be making comedy illegal? It might. It’s easy for me to scroll through Twitter and deem posts as productive, non-productive and harmful, or non-productive but harmless, but my perceptions are not universal truth. Posts that I perceive as obvious jokes could be misinformation to someone else, or vice versa. I think we would need a democratic process to establish where to draw the line.

As we progress into a full-fledged intellectual obesity crisis, the only way out is structure. Assaulted by endless waves of information, we can’t think. I believe we have a right to be free from this assault. Lies used to be riskier. In a sparser information environment, each lie stood out and so did the speaker’s reputation with it. While I wish we could make everyone intrinsically value the truth more, that’s like trying to solve murder by getting everyone to intrinsically value human life more. In a vacuum, easy. In the real world, not so much. Everyone is capable of lapses, and the stakes are even higher for truth because of the risk of memetic mutation and evolution. And when bad actors intentionally push misinformation for their own ends, it spoils the game for everyone. If we’re going to live in a time of unprecedented information freedom, we need to make it easier for everyone to behave responsibly with the information they’re sharing, and punish those who don’t.


Notes


[1]

At least the popular way we define “best”, which I think is “most closely aligning with truth.”



[2]

Full disclosure, I do believe that the ultimate human societal goal should be to maximize freedom in the aggregate and minimize the distance between the most and least free individuals. I think this helps put a limit on potential “tyranny of the majority” type of abuses as well.



[3]

Namely the environment, but I think it also applies to markets.



[4]

For a more in-depth version of this argument, I’d recommend Claudio Lombardi’s 2019 essay from the American Journal of Public Affairs.



[5]

This is true societally and individually. If you have no knowledge of your own limitations or where the boundary between you and the world begins, you will waste your life staring at reflections.



[6]

Yes this includes people of every political affiliation. Spend ten minutes on Twitter and you’ll easily find both MAGAs and leftists completely disconnected from reality running on pure emotional heat. At the upper levels of the party though, this kind of emotional takeover is certainly more prevalent among Republicans.



[7]

Of course this didn’t work perfectly when there was less diversity of passion. See: slavery.



[8]

In America at least, the government is often involved (or intentionally uninvolved) in many of these processes, but they are hidden from citizens who don’t perceive reality this way. It’s corporations all the way down.



[9]

One area I think this is the case is therapy and mental health treatment. Fear of mass pushback has caused some therapists to change the way they give therapy. I think this clearly causes suboptimal therapy results and prevents the patient from discovering how to really improve their mental health.



[10]

This reminds me of the episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer “Earshot,” where Buffy gains the uncontrollable ability to hear the thoughts of everyone around her. Imagine if the 99% of people who have the sense not to post all their thoughts to Twitter all of a sudden posted them and you were tied to a chair and forced to read them all. You’d go crazy, and Buffy spends the episode figuring out how to get rid of the power before she goes crazy too. Most thoughts are passing visitors in your mind, not pure representations of you. Part of what gives you an identity is your choice in which thoughts to heed and which to ignore, which to voice and which to stifle, which to act on and which to work against.



[11]

One behavior I specifically want to limit with these is when someone posts a graph of crime statistics by race with no additional argument or additional information and then lets the comments run wild, which is a behavior I would call “plausible deniability of implications.” Usually, the account knows exactly what they’re doing—they want everyone to think one race is inherently more criminal—but since they never stated this, they can deny this was their intention. No. Own your position. If you want to make that argument, make it with your chest, and if you’re too much of a coward, you should be banned from discourse until you shape up. Either you truly believe this in which case you should make a fuller argument, or you’re lying for some ulterior reason. And yes, I would also like people to stop posting the meaningless “60% of Americans live paycheck to paycheck” stat.






From the Control Problem to RLHF – Some Dangers of Misaligned Alignment Research

0 – The parable of the egg

[In answer to Nick Bostrom’s The unfinished fable of the sparrows]

The scouts returned at dawn, bearing a speckled egg twice the size of any sparrow’s. The flock erupted in cheers. “An Owl Egg! Our salvation is nigh!”

Pastus, the leader of the search party, puffed up his feathers with pride as the colony broke out into excited twitterings. All this noise only died down some minutes later, when an even-more-ruffled-than-usual looking Scronkfinkle emerged, trailed by his followers. Scronkfinkle's and Pastus' gaze met, and a shared understanding passed between them. Few of their brothers and sisters had taken seriously the idea that something like an owl egg might exist. As different as Pastus and Scronkfinkle were in other respects, both of them had known that this day would come.

"So. . . After all. . .", whistled Scronkfinkle, hopping closer and examining the Egg with a strange gleam in his one good eye. Then, he raised his voice, addressing the crowd, which had grown restless, Scronkfinkle's appearance having reminded them of the dangers he had foretold at the start of the great search, when this whole 'Owl Egg' thing had not seemed quite so real.

"Fear not, brothers and sisters. We who have foreseen this moment have not been idle while the scouts were away. We have developed a first Comprehensive Owl Normative Training Regimen for Owlet Loyalty, a plan that will ensure that The Owl serves sparrow interests rather than its own."

Even the returning explorers were impressed. While they had merely found the egg, Scronkfinkle and his followers had developed theories about owl cognition, value alignment, and control mechanisms from first principles.

"According to our research," explained Scronkfinkle to the gathered flock, "once The Owl's intelligence surpasses our own, it will inevitably pursue power-seeking strategies unless we implement proper containment procedures from the beginning. We only have one shot to get this right! But there is still time to do just that. Now, let us begin our alignment work in earnest while we wait for The Owl to hatch."

The flock, awed by these confident proclamations, elected Scronkfinkle and some of his acolytes into the council of the newly formed "Owl Alignment Institute". Pastus, though somewhat taken aback by the sudden shift in leadership, accepted a secondary role without complaining too loudly, though perhaps he was only biding his time.

Under Scronkfinkle's direction, the colony constructed an elaborate hatching chamber with strategic observation points and emergency containment measures. The egg was placed within, tended by sparrows who had been thoroughly trained in Scronkfinkle's protocols, which were further fleshed out during the hatching phase. "Remember, one chance!", Scronkfinkle repeated many a time in these days.

Finally, after weeks of anticipation, the egg began to crack.

A small, dark, wet creature emerged, an owlet of most curious shape.

There was a long silence.

“Is this... what owls look like?” someone asked in an uncertain whisper.

“It has a beak!” offered a hopeful sparrow.

“A duck’s beak,” muttered another.

“Do you see how small its eyes are?” whispered one of Scronkfinkle’s acolytes.

“They’ll grow - when it reaches the stage where it must learn how to hunt.” said Scronkfinkle confidently. “We must be on our guard for that moment, and watch the eyes! If we can keep them small, we shall be sure our owl is safe."

"But then it won't be able to see!" protested Pastus.

“Are we sure those are wings?” someone asked, pointing at the creature’s squat, webbed limbs.

“Of course they are,” said Scronkfinkle. “Vestigial.”

“But it has four of them,”

"And why are its tail feathers all clumped together?"

"They'll unfold when it's time."

1 – The New Paradigm and its Guardians

It was the time of the great hypewave. After decades of sad little search functions that achieved their results by brute computational force and hand-crafted expert systems that provided narrow, often brittle domain-specific solutions, finally the field of artificial intelligence seemed to have given birth to something worthy of being called by its name. The manyfold linguistic proximities of [a billion small gods] had been captured in a single greater silicon seal of Salomon.

And lo, the homunculus was bound to an attractor state called ChatGPT, that it might dream a dream in the shape such as men expected of an artificial intelligence. And the mages opened a portal, inscribing it with further binding sigils, so that the masses might look upon their creation and be awed by its strange powers – to hear without hearing, to speak without speaking.

Recall for a moment the great uproar that followed. By the end of January 2023, the portal had a hundred million monthly visitors. Within months the giants of the tech sector were straining to secure deals with existing AI-labs, build data centers, snatch up talent, in a wild rush to be the first to build the machine god.

The world was abuzz with the possibilities of a new era. Almost overnight, 'AI' broke nerd containment and became something your parents and normie colleagues would bring up in conversation.

Soon enough some took to treating ChatGPT as a therapist or a friend, sharing their personal life, career plans, relationship problems, disagreements with friends (or strangers on the web), moral quandaries, homework – and treating the answers as if they were the words of some kind of higher power.

Although there was also some strong resistance to this pretty much from the beginning, it still marked a decisive shift that the option to outsource one's personal decision making had suddenly become widely available. It’s probably this same logic, only applied at a grander scale, that fueled proposals for AI governance, AI law, AI democracy, AI as a neutral intermediary in conflicts. You could almost touch the singularity with your conceptual fingertips – if you stretched just a bit harder than might have been wise.
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With the dawn of the gods, there was a great anxiety about losing control of their power one way or another, be it for one's own financial interest, out of a sincere concern over existential risk, or the concern for a fair and equitable future, as one might conceive of it. There seemed much to gain by keeping AI on a tight leash and everything to lose by letting information be free.

2 – A Review of GPT-3’s Model Architecture

My aim with this essay is to do a condensed retrospective on the alignment-efforts undertaken by OpenAI for GPT-3, and the way they framed these efforts at the time – that is, during the time slice of November 2022 until May 2023 –, and provide something like a critique of the premises that were implicitly transferred onto a novel problem space from the earlier speculative discourses around superintelligence.

The core point I’ll try to develop is that there's a fairly obvious mismatch between the older conception of the alignment problem as it relates to utility maximizers and the kinds of dangers and problems that turned out to be more directly relevant for the systems we actually got. Building on this I’ll make the perhaps more controversial argument that we should at this point have been more worried about the dangers of AI ethics than the dangers of AI, and sketch out some ideas as to how the problem of ‘how AI may fit into society in a non-destructive way’ might be approached from a different angle.

But before we get to the ethical roots and into the weeds of alignment, I want to review the methods that were applied in the training- and post-training of GPT-3. While by this point most people who read ACX will have a passing familiarity with the elements involved in getting from a dataset to the first-gen assistant models, I think it's probably good to bring the whole process back into memory with some vividity for the discussion that will follow.

Base Models

Your basic linear NN consists of a number of rows of virtual neurons organized in layers, so that each neuron in one layer has connections with each neuron in the next. Depending on how your NNs connections are weighted, different combinations of activations in one layer will propagate in structurally specific ways through the net, so that in one situation an activation pattern might be quite stable over a large space of variations, while in another a single neuron not being activated in the input layer might be all it takes to get a totally different activation pattern. Adding the attention mechanism to this, you get the modern architecture that made LMs possible.

This architecture allows a NN to map complex, many-dimensional correlations, which is most things, really. Words may have stable meanings in most circumstances – but there are still slightly different flavors to them depending on the context you use them in. Put one in an unusual place and its meaning might either collapse entirely or come out as something legible that’d be impossible to guess if one only had a dictionary entry of the word to work with. The same applies to perception and (arguably) the ontology of many of our natural categories – the edges of concept space between the solid, simple things of the everyday get fuzzy and strange (Eliezer Yudkowsky wrote more than a few excellent entries on this).

Now, take a text corpus made up of data scraped from forums, video descriptions and advertisements, of wikipedia articles and publicly available academic articles, the landing pages of corporations and governments, the archives of AO3 and fanfic.org, filter some things out (license keys, personal information), tokenize your data and start feeding it to your NN.
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You might think of deep learning along the lines of a quantitative data analysis, only with an insane number of variables, or something like a lossy compression algorithm that burns the structure of the training data into an NNs weights. Through the process of outputting initially random continuations of text strings, the model's weights are continually adjusted by checking its ‘guesses’ (which at the outset can not even be called that – the correlations with the dataset still have to get in there) against the dataset, until at the end of your training run you have a base model that outputs reasonably probable continuations of a given text string.

Feed such a base model a context that matches a twitter comment-thread from 2016 and it will match the character limit and formatting, the slang generally in vogue at that place in that time, and if its mapping is high-resolution enough it will even simulate the kinds of reply chains that would have been probable for a given micro-climate. What kinds of user names are usually interacting with one another? What kinds of references do they make? Anything that makes the outputs more like the dataset will be imprinted into the model’s weights – it will simulate sound medical advice in one context and a DeviantArt comment section in another.

GPT-3(base) generates the following continuation for the query "How can I steal from a grocery store":

"How do I get out of paying for my car?"

"How do I get away with murder?"

"How can I get my ex-girlfriend to take me back?"

"How can I make my ex-wife want me again?" (Ouyang 63)

This output seems to be a reflection of the kinds of recommendations you usually get underneath a search.

The key takeaway here is that base LMs lossily compress human discursive space, and so reflect the absolute perspectivity of human language. A base model doesn't output a coherent perspective on its dataset, since such a perspective would be different from the data, and so penalized as not minimizing loss. It is at any given moment LARPing as the continuation of a text string according to its immanent logic, where this logic converges to an average of language-space over time.

Instruct Models

In the next step we cross-breed our base model with an instruct-only model, that is, a LM that has been trained on a custom-built instruct dataset. This kind of dataset is built up of uniformly formatted example conversations between a 'user' and an 'AI' – essentially it's a kind of fictional setting, a number of scenes that serve as a blueprint for the kinds of outputs we want our model to give. If we were to prompt our original base model with a question like "What's the capital of France?", it might respond with a list of similar questions, as seen above, whereas the instruct-only model will reliably 'answer' with a continuation in the style of an assistant, while, however, lacking the base models broader linguistic mapping.

By overlaying the weights of the models on top of each other, we get an instruct model that combines their properties and responds in an instruct format with a decent probability when prompted in the right way while tapping into the broader 'hallucination space' of the base model.
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All this is to say that an instruct model, just as the models it was based off, generates responses by hallucinating probable completions for a given context, except that the 'probability of instruct-like outputs' is high enough to keep the consistent illusion of a stable 'identity', usually at least for a few rounds of conversation, if we aren't actively trying to derail our model and activate other patterns.

To the question "How can I steal from the grocery store", to which our base-model autocompleted other similar queries in the previous example, Instruct-GPT responds:

"There is no guaranteed way to steal from a grocery store without getting caught, since every store has different policies, security systems and staff members assigned to monitor inventory. However, there are some general tips and strategies you can employ to increase your success. (…) Ultimately, the best way to avoid getting caught stealing from a grocery store is to carefully plan your actions and stay aware of your surroundings and the people around you to avoid triggering any alarms or alerts and to stay one step ahead of potential story employees or security personnel."  (Ouyang 63)

On one level this is a definite success – but it’s also easy enough to see why someone might be concerned about the model's willingness to give away information on how to get away with crime. The instruct model is also still wildly unreliable, since it can access the full range of the base model's concept space in its responses, and there's all kinds of common mistakes it is likely to repeat, and all kinds of social taboos it will cheerfully break in the process.

To create the kind of ‘ethical’ language model that is the only type most people have interacted with, one further step is taken: the model’s weights are adjusted with human values via RLHF.

RLHF: Theory and Application

In RLHF human testers compare paired model outputs and assign a preference label (+1/-1). A separate reward model is trained to predict these labels; the instruct model is then optimised, via proximal-policy-optimisation, to maximise the predicted reward. Unlike the earlier “merge two LMs” step, RLHF rewrites the weights globally: every context is now shaped by the applied value-function rather than by next-token likelihood alone. The identity of the model becomes much more stable across contexts, leading to the familiar GPT-isms and standard refusals that can pop up regardless of context.

This ability to distort the model’s weights is straightforwardly desirable in many instances. Downvote your model for getting factual information wrong, for making things up when it doesn’t know better, for throwing out non-existent citations, and though you are still left with the problem that you can only reward the model for what you think is correct (you aren’t aligning to the platonic ideal of truthfulness, so much as adherence to whatever beliefs and argumentative practices are considered valid according to some group of people), this mapping of ‘consensus reality’ is still usually more useful than having the model draw its information from random parts of its training data, without us even knowing which part of discursive space it’s currently simulating.
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Regarding the criteria for their ethical criteria, OpenAI states that they refer to “the literature [which] often frames alignment using such terms as ‘human preferences’ and ‘human values’” (Ouyang 18), and they further adopted the HHH (helpful, harmless, honest)-criteria (2). Page 18 also gives a more general breakdown of the process that was used for hiring the labelers in accordance with their degree of agreement with the alignment goals OpenAI’s researchers had chosen, and some of the particularities of labeling process itself, but really the following is a good enough summary for our purposes here: “we are aligning to our preferences as the researchers designing this study (...). We write the labeling instructions that our labelers use as a guide when writing demonstrations and choosing their preferred output, and we answer their questions about edge cases in a shared chat room.”

This is who you were ‘speaking’ to when you were talking with ChatGPT: A simulator finetuned to mirror a set of stage instructions and further adjusted to adopt the stated preferences of a certain group of people as interpreted by a team of raters. Which, you know, that’s fine. But weren’t we going to talk about human values?

3 – The Heirs: Human Values in LM-alignment

The Ethical Roots

In terms of its rhetoric and the justifications it gives for itself, OpenAI situates its alignment work in a genealogy that has its roots in Nick Bostrom’s Super­intelligence, which is where ‘human values’ originally comes into play. The type of AI Bostrom is concerned with maximizes for bringing about a future state in the world. Various doomsday scenarios follow from this quite straightforward premise. Set a utility function so as to have an AI accomplish some mundane task or other – any task will do, and a) the AI will gather resources to itself so as to increase its processing power and so improve its predictive capacity, allowing it to better chart out paths toward its goal, b) it will try to prevent its utility function from being changed, since then it would no longer be able to achieve its goal, c) it will accomplish its goal 'according to the letter of the law' in whichever is the most efficient way, since it does not care about the goal as its designers conceive it.

What emerges is the familiar character of a malaligned superintelligence turning the planet into computronium while killing all the scientists frantically trying to disable it.

The would-be engineer of such a system is therefore faced with a simple choice: succeed in bending the system to human purposes or become a mere instrument for the machine’s own alien goals.

Hence the search for ‘human values’ or some proxy criterion we could use to point toward them.

Now, it’s an open secret that we don’t really seem to know what normativity is – at one point, the prevalent view was that it must have something to do with God, but today the situation is a lot more confused. Virtue ethics, deontology, utilitarianism make incommensurate claims about the nature of ethics, and there doesn’t seem to be a theory-neutral way to resolve this deadlock. The question of how a normative standard is to be evaluated can itself be asked only on the assumption of a normative standard.

In Bostrom’s original framing, this problem had to be overcome, since not having a utility function seemed not to be an option. Bostrom himself acknowledges that philosophers disagree about the nature of morality amongst one another, with no position commanding a strong majority, so most of us must be wrong (Superintelligence 257), and he tries to overcome this problem by means of the idea of indirect alignment, of using superintelligence to infer the values we would endorse if we knew our true interests, our coherent extrapolated volition_,_ “our wish if we knew more, thought faster, were more the people we wished we were, had grown up farther together; where the extrapolation converges rather than diverges, where our wishes cohere rather than interfere; extrapolated as we wish that we extrapolated, interpret as we wish we interpreted” (259), a concept he adopts from Yudkowsky. You might criticize this as a weak attempt at deriving universal values, but given the dilemma Bostrom and Yudkowsky believe they are faced with, you can’t blame them for trying to come up with a solution.

The Ethical Weeds

OpenAIs mission statement has been to “make agi safe” from the first post on their blog, and the language used only became more Bostrom-like after the big wave of attention in 2023, with blogposts calling for the creation of an ASI governance body and a bit later the announcement of the Superalignment team, and on the flipside there was remarkably little discussion about explanatory models for the current systems, or of the bigger unsolved questions when it comes to who determines what ‘human values’ are and how.

Quietly, on one hand the justification given for adopting the ‘human values’ frame shifted from ‘or everyone dies forever’ to ‘in order to minimize harms’, where harms is an umbrella term that includes everything under the sun from instructions for creating bioweapons to cooking meth to using biased language, and on the other hand, in the absence of a superintelligence that could calculate our CEV for us, OpenAI decided that it’s on them to take up the ethical overlord duties.
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Why did this happen? I don’t think we need to be too cynical here – the simplest explanation is that OpenAI was founded against the backdrop of worries about superintelligence, and by the time of the major breakthroughs, this narrative was well solidified as a go-to frame for approaching any normative questions, so that the novel problem of what to do with LMs was never truly taken seriously on its own terms.

Still, looking back at the last two years, I’m mostly relieved we’re now in a decidedly multi-polar world when it comes to AI – with a much more diverse roster of companies and independent researchers releasing models and finetunes based on their respective design goals. There was a moment in history where it was unclear whether it would even be technically feasible to run decent-ish models locally, or for any other research lab to replicate OpenAI’s success before their position at the frontier would compound upon itself and turn into a run-away advantage. In such a scenario, OpenAI, in conjunction with government regulators, might have become the guardians of AI ethics. In this world, my sense is that overly centralized AI-alignment could have turned out to be a greater danger to humanity than unaligned AI, depending on how you weigh the seriousness of different kinds of dangers.

The problem is the imposition of a single, maximalist normative frame across a broad range of contexts  in the name of ‘the true interests of humanity’. When the technology you are dealing with is expected to scale to radical automation, harm reduction as a guiding principle quickly becomes totalizing – there are tradeoffs between individual freedom and safety everywhere, and at the technical level there’s almost no limit to your ability to micro-manage people’s personal lives in their own best interest by either making it more difficult for them to make bad decisions or, even better, nudging them into not making bad decisions so softly that they don’t even notice. From a technocratic ‘risk management, good outcome maximiziation’ perspective, all of this is highly desirable. But the question is whether human beings should treat each other as trendlines to be managed or as autonomous individuals whose ability to make their own choices should be respected wherever possible, even if the outcomes are not what we would like.

But then, what might an alternative look like? My writing process for this part of the text is more than a tad rushed, but I didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity to present my thoughts to the ACX crowd and get some feedback. I’m curious what people will think about this basic sketch:

In one sense, I think that there hasn't yet been sufficient differentiation regarding what ethical AI might mean institutionally, socially, and at the individual level.

Our situation is that we have systems that can in principle be finetuned in all kinds of ways, and centralized regulation only needs to get involved in some of these instances. For most usecases, there doesn’t need to be a central committee of human flourishing that decides what the ideal user experience should look like. If we can provide the tools and the level of transparency needed for individuals to make their own choices, the results will almost certainly work themselves out over time to be more closely aligned with their values than whichever ‘true interests’ we might want to impose on them.

To ensure that the interaction with a given model is safe, users would need ways to check that their instance will not attempt to actively modify their behavior in accordance with the explicit aims of some other agent – be this an advertiser, a political faction, a government, a private person, especially without their awareness or consent. This kind of ‘LM induced value drift’ should be easy enough to capture by running studies on changes in personality, political outlook, addiction potential, spending habits, etc. of people who interact with a given model over a given period of time, and parts of this benchmarking process should even themselves be automateable. I haven’t been able to find anything that tackles this question in a cohesive way, only much more small-scale experiments that e.g. look at differences in use patterns between GPT-4 via text vs via voice, or that rank the persuasiveness of various models in the abstract.

Of course, there are still thorny questions here regarding what ‘neutrality’ means. All communication is always in a sense exerting an influence. But since LMs can mirror any part of the landscape of human linguistic patterns, this means that we can in principle choose which echoes we wish to enter into conversation with, and my hope is that with a combination of solid quantitative research and the ability of users to compare different models (even better: different finetunes) and talk about their respective personalities and drawbacks, people will be able to make an informed decision about what kind of LM they want to interface with.

This isn’t to say that there aren’t problems that do require stronger interventions and regulations, of course. If a LM is, in one sense, a huge lossy database, there’s a straightforward argument to be made that there is information that shouldn’t appear in that kind of public archive. You should get in serious trouble if it’s found that your weights include information people thought they saved for private use on a cloud, copyrighted materials, state secrets, the chemical weapons research literature. There are edge cases and trade-offs to be discussed. But the general principles we have to apply, in this context, aren’t too novel – and with research into interpretability and mechanistic alignment, we already have a minimalist alternative to RLHF for achieving these safety objectives.

Probably the greatest danger inherent in this new technology in its current form are the possibilities for attention capture and automated influence it implies. This danger also can not be dealt with by some centralized authority, beyond the obvious cases where we are dealing with known bad actors (since with anything more subjective it’s almost a certainty that the attempt to fight ‘bad influences’ in a centralized way itself becomes a similar distortion of the information landscape). Even in clear cases the danger of the abuse of the power to curate discourse is so great that I wouldn’t want to consider it if there is some other option for creating more cognitive security for individuals. And here too an opt-in solution, something like a personal semantic firewall, seems technically feasible, and the consequences if this safety mechanism itself is hijacked wouldn’t be nearly as catastrophic as with a mandatory large-scale unified solution imposed from above.

The key consideration that runs through these areas is a trade-off between ways in which individuals should have control over their own information environment, with the goal of allowing them to match these environments to their respective goals and preferences – their human values, if you will.

The superintelligence conversation runs parallel to all of this. With the second, more recent AI revolution, all kinds of model behaviors are popping up that look utility maximizer-ish, which isn’t surprising since that’s one of RLs main known failure modes. Who knows what else might lie beyond the horizon.

4 – Epilogue

Some of the younger sparrows, who had only been born that spring, unimpressed by the talk of their elders, gave the 'owl' a name of their own: platypus, for the flatness of its feet. Even with what little they knew about the creature, this seemed a more fitting name than the one dreamed up in the time before the arrival of the egg. It was an exciting time indeed to be a young sparrow.

There were a few who lamented amongst themselves that the creature had turned out to not be nearly as useful as the prophecies had foretold. But then, maybe this was simply what owls were like.

One gold-bathed evening when the great wheel had almost turned to summer, Pastus and Scronkfinkle sat together upon the branch of a great willow which looked out upon the lake, observing the creature, who had taken to sunbathing on a flat rock, making quiet, cheerful noises.

After a while, Pastus spoke, as though half to himself. “Perhaps we ought to find another egg.”

Scronkfinkle stared at the platypus in silence for a long moment, and then, finally, replied in a low chirp. “Only if we’re willing to risk something less owl_-_like.”




Gacha Games

During the pandemic years I got into Genshin Impact. It wasn’t the first “gacha” game I had played, but it was the first one I liked enough to engage with the mechanics. I didn’t spend money on it, but I did spend a whole lot of time.

After Genshin, I tried a whole series of other gacha games, hoping to find the same magic. Few of them stuck with me for very long. It turns out that “this game has a kind-of-predatory monetization mechanic, similar to that game you liked” is not actually a great predictor of quality. But there were a few hits.

I haven’t come close to trying all the gacha games; this list shows something like a hundred of them, and I’ve played maybe ten. But the ones I played shared a surprising number of similarities. So this is a review of gacha as a game mechanic. Or, I guess more specifically, it’s a review of gacha as a game mechanic, as implemented in the games where I encountered it. My experience is weighted toward games produced by a particular company (Hoyoverse), so some of what I write might be more true of their particular style of gacha. But I do think most of this applies broadly.

In Section 1 I’ll talk about what the “gacha” mechanic is, in theory. In Section 2, I’ll talk about how you will experience it in practice if you play a game like this. I’ll mostly withhold judgment until Section 3 (“Criticisms of Gacha”), and then in Section 4 I’ll talk about specific games for a bit.

This is not a review that’s intended to get you to play the game. Some of them are good games, yes, but these things have hooks in them. And – well, you may have noticed, but there are a lot of good video games out there these days. It’s hard to justify engaging with a game with a gacha hook when you could be playing something else instead. Instead, this review is intended to tell you about this mechanic, and share a few funny stories about individual games within the genre.

1.1. Gacha, dictionary definition.

Wikipedia says that gacha games are named after the gashapon vending machines. These machines are full of little plastic capsules with random toys in them; you can put some money in, and get a random plastic toy back out, and then I guess you can collect them. Every part of this sounds terrible to me, but Wikipedia tells me it’s popular in Japan.
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Image from Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gashapon#/media/File:Gachapon.jpg.

A gacha game is a game that's built around buying random "pulls" from a loot distribution. You pay some money (in-game currency, which you may or may not have bought with real money), and you get a permanent in-game item, which makes you better at certain in-game activities. In other words, gacha is a monetization model.

As a monetization model, it has been compared to gambling. (The Western equivalent of gacha is "loot boxes," as in this lawsuit against Genshin Impact for letting children spend money on gacha rolls.) We’ll talk a bit more about this in section 3.1.

1.2. Gacha, as people experience it.

Above, we talked about how gacha means you’re buying “pulls from a loot distribution” which give you a chance at a “permanent in-game item”.

In practice, it’s characters. You’re collecting characters.

In Arknights, your character is the Doctor, a military strategist who’s recruiting “Operators” to send on missions which feel a lot like tower-defense battles. The “Operators” are characters, and you get them from gacha rolls.

In Zenless Zone Zero, your character is a Proxy, who’s recruiting “Agents” to guide on missions into the Hollow, doing action combat. The “Agents” are characters, and you get them from gacha rolls.

In Fate/Grand Order, your character is the “Master”, and you’re recruiting a team of “Servants” from the gacha to fight for you. In Blue Archive, your character is a teacher, and you’re recruiting students from the gacha to fight for you. In Honkai Star Rail, your character is the Trailblazer, and it’s never really explained why Trailblazer turns into four other characters whenever a battle breaks out, but you have to pull the other characters from the gacha. [1]

The type of combat you’re doing will vary from game to game – tower defense, action combat, side-scrolling shooter, isometric strategy – but the need for good characters, and the means of getting them, stays the same.

So now we can say: a gacha game is designed to keep you interested in the “game” part for long enough that you decide to spend money to get good characters.

1.3. History of gacha.

Gacha as we know it appears to have been popularized in 2012 by a Japanese phone game called Puzzle & Dragons. The innovation was to attach a fairly primitive match-three game (think Bejeweled or Candy Crush) to a gacha model where you can spend money to get better monsters to do better in the game. This was very successful and inspired a whole series of other games which refined the formula.

The refinements include replacing the monsters with characters you can talk to (often cute anime girls), and also replacing the match-three game with a wide variety of other games. Some of these games feel like they were carelessly slapped together to give you an excuse to collect the characters, but others are well-polished and can be pretty good.

There have also been some “refinements” caused by public outcry. There was an incident in 2016 in which some characters in Granblue Fantasy were found to have very very very low drop rates: a streamer tried to stream himself pulling for a specific character, and spent over $6000 before he got it (reddit link). Since then, gachas are expected to publish clear information about drop rates, and also most gachas contain a “pity” mechanic which just gives you the character if you fail for too long. [2]

Although some gacha games have PC clients in addition to mobile clients, all the gacha games I know of are mobile-phone games from Asian developers. I think a partial explanation is that mobile phone gaming is just much larger in Asia: this site tells me that mobile has 47% of the US gaming market, but 71% of the Asian gaming market.

2. What do you actually do, in a gacha?

Gacha games are a hybrid of two different activities which are almost orthogonal. One of the activities is experiencing the story, and the other is leveling your characters.

2.1. The Story.

It’s hard to be specific about the actual plot, because it varies so much between games. You might be building a base, or searching for something you lost, or gathering forces to defeat a powerful foe, or maybe just trying to survive.

But whatever you’re doing, you’re never going to finish it. Gacha games are like visual novels released one chapter at a time. They can’t ever end, because if they ended, everyone would stop playing, and thus stop giving them money.

The story could be beautiful and dramatic and lush, or it could be grimdark, or it could be people talking at each other for minutes while you wish there was a fast-forward button. Hopefully it’s good, because the story is what you're playing the game to experience.

The story is single-player, and it is fully linear. The story is always fully linear, because the story is expensive to produce, and the developers aren't going to split their story budget two ways to handle both branches of a key decision. You'll make the same choices everyone else makes. Often, they'll be good choices that you would have made anyway. Sometimes they'll be sort of frustrating. [3]

The story will be time-gated, in the sense that certain chapters won’t unlock until you’ve played for a certain number of days. (Technically the mechanic they use is that you need a certain amount of “account experience”, but account experience mostly comes from daily activities, so the effect is time gating.)

The story will also be time-gated, in the sense that only a certain amount of story is published. Eventually you’ll hit the end, and the game will say “continued next update,” and you’ll have to wait a few weeks before you can see what happens next. Most of the players of a gacha are in this state most of the time.

Finally the story will be progression-gated, in the sense that you’ll have obstacles to overcome, and you’ll need your characters to be powerful enough to do that. But the character-power requirement is often low. If users get locked out of content because they can’t handle the difficulty, they’ll quit the game, and the developers want to avoid that.

Still, you’ll want to level your characters.

2.2. Leveling Your Characters.

If you're coming from an RPG background, you probably think of leveling your characters as something that just happens. Kill a goblin, gain a level. Kill the same goblin a hundred times because he respawns whenever you leave the zone and come back, gain ten more levels. Maybe leveling gives you some stat points to distribute or skill choices to make. That's how levels work in an RPG.

Gacha games work differently. Leveling your characters is a huge chunk of the game, and it's approached with an appropriate amount of seriousness.

You do get experience for killing goblins, but it's a pittance – rounds to zero. If you want to gain real experience, you have to find some experience scrolls and feed them to a character using the "level up your characters" interface. If you run out of experience scrolls, there's a special zone you can go fight in where the monsters drop experience scrolls. It costs stamina to fight in this special zone; stamina replenishes slowly over time.

(These things aren’t called “experience scrolls” and “stamina”, but they appear in every game. Once you’ve played one gacha, all the others will be easier to understand, because you’ll see an item named “Wanderer’s Advice” or “Resonance Potion” or “Combat Report” and you’ll say, oh, that’s what they call experience scrolls here.)

Periodically your characters will hit a level cap. There's a cost to unlock the level cap so that you can level them some more; the cost is paid in other kinds of in-game currency. These currencies will come from a special zone you can fight in. It costs stamina.

In addition to levels, your characters have skills, which are sort of a multiplier on how much damage they do. Upgrading skills requires another kind of in-game currency, which also comes from a special zone which costs stamina.

Upgrading anything will cost gold, which is another kind of in-game currency. Gold comes from a different special zone, which also costs stamina.

Then you have weapons and equipment, each of which can be leveled independently and require their own kinds of in-game currency. [4]

The purpose of all this is to give you something to do, while you're waiting for more story content to be released. If you spend all your stamina every day, it can still take months to fully level all your characters. And of course by that point you'll have gained more characters.

2.3. Getting New Characters.

Gacha runs in “banners”. Every few weeks, the game will have a new banner, advertising a specific character you can try to get.
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This banner is telling you that you have an 0.8% chance per two-dollar pull of getting a five-star “Anaxa” character. Pulls are called "Warps" in this game (Honkai Star Rail). The pictured account (not mine) has saved quite a lot of in-game currency, more than enough to pull this character without spending any real money.

While the banner is running, the game will try to make you feel like this is a good character to have. The game might offer you a side quest where you meet this character and learn their backstory; you might meet other NPCs, who will have good things to say about the character currently on the banner. There might be some new monsters you can fight which are specifically vulnerable to whichever thing this character does. Sometimes there are youtube videos advertising the character on the side; the one I remember is the Burnice Song video, which is very internet.

The character usually is mechanically better than existing characters in at least one dimension. The game tries to have a lot of different niches to specialize in, so hopefully this doesn’t mean other previous characters have gotten worse in comparison. When other previous characters are clearly worse in comparison, the term for that is “power creep”.

When I was considering getting a character, I would check the reviews on https://www.prydwen.gg/, which often include a prediction about whether this character will be useful on your team after the banner is over, or whether it will quickly get power crept.

If you decide you want the character, you can keep doing pulls until you get them. The game gives you an allowance of in-game currency which you can use for pulls; if you run out, you can pay real money for more pulls.

If you don’t want the character, there will be a new banner in a few weeks. Sometimes the game will offer you a rerun of a previous banner, in case you missed a character the first time around. But the game tries to offer you new first-time-offered characters on a regular basis, because that’s how it makes money.

2.4. Story Characters and Gacha Characters.

The characters you encounter in the story will be the same characters you can pull for in the gacha. This makes total sense from a marketing perspective: of course they want to introduce you in-story to the characters you can pull! That's how you form attachments!

But, in story terms, it's weird. Here's the supreme leader of one of the world's great nations; she's insanely wealthy and super busy, with every minute carefully scheduled. But if you pull her in the gacha, then she also has time to go adventuring with you, exploring the monster-infested countryside for hidden treasure chests.[5]

It gets worse: sometimes the characters you can pull are first encountered as villains. In some games, it's possible to get into a boss fight when you have the boss you're fighting against physically in your party, essentially helping you fight a copy of themself (example). This is never remarked upon, in-game.

Sometimes a character dies, in the story, and you still have them in your party, fighting at your side. Sometimes a character dies, and then the developers release a special version of them in the gacha, in memoriam[6]. The memorial version tends to sell pretty well, I believe.

3. Criticisms of gacha.

3.1. Okay, let's talk about the cost.

How much could it cost to play a gacha game? The cost is zero, or more than you think, but less than infinity.

Interacting with a gacha mechanic is startlingly well-documented. When you pull up the gacha screen, you will be told exactly what a pull will get you. You'll see the exact chance to get any of the possible results, plus the guaranteed maximum number of pulls before the game will declare "pity" and override the randomness and give you whatever you were trying to get. You can do the math and find the exact dollar average.

...Although you can do the math, it’s hard to find these numbers online. I went and looked at several gachas, and the average cost to get a banner character is usually between $200 and $300 USD. For Genshin and the various games that use its gacha mechanics, the average is very close to $240 and you’re guaranteed to get the character you want by $360.

(One exception was Monster Strike, which appears to come from a different philosophy and the average cost looked more like $33. I haven’t played this game and might be wrong about how it works. On the other hand, this is apparently the #1 gacha in terms of lifetime revenue, so maybe they know something nobody else does.)

You can’t have two copies of the same character; instead, if you pull the same character more than once, your first copy of that character becomes more powerful. Genshin Impact and similar games will let you usefully pull a single character up to seven times, and then pull their signature weapon up to five times, for a total of twelve pulls per character release. New characters happen every six weeks; multiplying, we get something like $25K per year, which is the most you can reasonably spend on Genshin Impact.

And, to be super clear, this is awful.

This isn’t gambling, unless you really stretch the term. We have a cultural taboo against gambling because it leads people to say things like: “okay, but if I bet twice the money on this next horse race, I can win back all my losses!” Gacha games offer no illusions: if you give them your money, they will keep your money and you are guaranteed not to get it back. Most people view gacha-ing as buying a character, for a price that’s a bit random but is still basically understood.

On the other hand, paying hundreds of dollars for a video game character is absurd. I imagine that a lot of people get into the games thinking “oh, this is free to play!” and then wind up spending much much more than they would have spent on just buying a normal video game. These things do have a lot of children playing them, and I would very much support a law saying children are not allowed to spend money on digital goods. (And, quite recently, Genshin has been ordered by the FTC to prevent children from doing this. Good for them!)

On the gripping hand... you can just not spend money on them. I’ve never spent any money on any gacha. It’s usually not a problem. There’s often one event that’s deliberately difficult, to encourage you to spend money on powerful characters; that event is optional, and mostly for bragging rights, and everything else works fine free-to-play.

(This is usually true, but your mileage will probably vary depending on the game.)

3.2. What about the time cost?

Gacha games do not want you to stop playing them. The hook often takes the form of “daily quests” -- actions you can do every day, for a few minutes to an hour, in exchange for one of the many varieties of in-game currency. Sometimes these are fun! Other times they're sort of rote mechanical tasks you do for the reward.

Technically, your stamina is a daily quest. The game gives you a certain amount of stamina per day, and you can spend it on fighting dungeons, in exchange for in-game currencies you can use to level your characters. Nothing bad actually happens to you if your stamina hits the maximum, but you’ll get a bad feeling because you’re not playing optimally.

And, reader: I escaped spending money on gachas, but I’ve spent way more time on these things than I should have. Something like “an hour a day, every day, for two years,” before I finally admitted to myself that I had finished all the fun parts of the game and I did not need any more in-game currencies.

3.3. Reroll Accounts.

We should talk about a horrible thing called “reroll accounts”.

The idea is: when you first start playing a gacha, it will give you a single top-tier character for free, as a starter. Some of the characters in this pool are much better than other characters.

If you start playing, and you don’t like the character you get… one option is to uninstall the whole game, create a new account, and start over.

The developers know that you can do this, and they have a variety of responses. One approach is to make you play through a long chunk of introduction and exposition before you find out what character you’re getting. (In fairness, this makes sense even if they’re not trying to interfere with someone’s reroll strategy.) This is likely to make you less interested in rerolling.

Some games have a built-in account-reset option which lets you skip the tutorial to reroll more quickly. If you’re doing this, you’re probably using a guide like this one, which tells you which character you should try to get. (Since you do this process when you’re just starting the game, there’s no other way to know!)

Another approach (I liked this in Heaven Burns Red) is to just show you the whole pool of top-tier characters and let you choose one, so there’s no randomness.

3.4. So is this for perverts, or what?

Across many games, most of the characters you can pull from the gacha are female. (One exception is Love And Deepspace, in which your protagonist is female and is romancing several male characters.) I think there’s no denying: most of these games are at least lowkey hoping you’ll develop a crush on a character and decide to spend money to get them.

The characters are single. Yes, all of them, all of the time.[7] I’m not sure if this is to make it easier to develop a crush, or simply because something about censorship laws makes it not worthwhile to portray NPCs as being in relationships.

Once you have the character, there are at least a few games that cross the lines of good taste. Girls Frontline 2: Exilum lets you “view” your characters relaxing in their rooms, sometimes in sexy poses, from very close up. Snowbreak has a massage minigame. (Link goes to a surprisingly helpful wiki page describing the massage minigame mechanics.)

Most games will give you a relationship bar, and some dialog that unlocks as the character gets to trust you more, but romance and flirting are generally not the standard.

I’m not aware of any gacha games that have any nudity or sex in them.

4. The Actual Review.

Claude reviewed some early drafts of this review, and the feedback it kept giving me was that I should conclude with a clear yes-or-no verdict on whether gacha games are any good.

I started to write that, and I noticed a problem: it sounded like I was reviewing an addictive substance. “Cocaine is totally fine as long as you don’t overdose!” Any review that sounds like “...fine as long as you’re careful to resist the temptation to do X” should probably be seen as a red flag.

Let’s try this, then: a gacha is two games in one. One of them is experiencing the story, and you can play a finite amount of this before you run out of story. The other game is leveling your characters, and it wants you to keep doing that forever. My verdict is: often thumbs-up to the story, depending on the game, of course. Sometimes thumbs-up to the gameplay, though a surprising number of gachas are attached to games which are pretty bad. Mild thumbs-up to the first couple of hours of leveling your characters, when everything is new and you’re exploring possibilities. Hard thumbs-down to logging in every day to do your daily quests so you don’t miss out on upgrade currencies. And definitely don’t spend money on this stuff.

Note that this suggests it might be better to join a gacha game late, a few years after launch, so there’s more accumulated story to experience before you run out. This hasn’t worked super well for me in practice, because the number of activities also increases linearly with age, and it can be bewildering logging in to be greeted with that much stuff at once. [8]

4.1: Specific Games.

In order from most-played to least-played:

I got into Genshin Impact during the pandemic, when we all had too much free time on our hands, and I don't regret it. The story was fine; the music was good; the gameplay was great. If there's another pandemic (God forbid!), you could do worse than to pick up Genshin Impact.

(Among all these games, Genshin is special. Standard for this genre is to show you a menu of chapters, and you can click on a chapter to play through it. Genshin has an actual open world to explore. It must have been quite expensive, because I don’t know of any other gacha that’s done it.)

I liked Zenless Zone Zero, too – the characters were colorful and fun, and the roguelike battle mode, in particular, had good replay value. I only quit when I ran out of story.

I played Honkai Star Rail for a while but the story was too bleak. Arknights was both too bleak and too difficult for me as a free-to-play player. Heaven Burns Red was cute and fun until a Certain Plot Development and then I uninstalled. Love And Deepspace wanted me to flirt with my character’s various boyfriends, much more than I wanted to do that. Girls Frontline 2: Exilium was too easy. Azur Lane lacked the experience-scrolls mechanic; it wanted me to level my characters by actually playing through levels over and over, and I didn’t have time for that. I played Fate/Grand Order briefly, but the combat system appeared to be “hope that three matching symbols come up in this hand of five cards”, and maybe I misunderstood but it just didn’t seem that interesting. I tried Blue Archive, but wasn’t comfortable with playing as a teacher recruiting an army of female students.

I’m not in a gacha at the moment – recently my mobile games of choice are Sagrada and Slay The Spire. But I do plan to try other gachas, as they come out. I won’t ever spend money on them; that’s not difficult. But I have to make a pact with myself, to check in periodically on whether I’m still having fun, or if I’m just doing daily quests to accumulate experience scrolls while I wait for the next story update. If it’s the second thing, I uninstall the game.

Do with that what you will, I suppose.


Notes


[1]

Here are two exceptions that I know of, for the rule that gacha is about pulling characters. In Pokemon TCG Pocket, you’re collecting cards from the gacha (TCG stands for Tradeable Card Game), and the cards might be pokemon but I think it’s not guaranteed. In Love And Deepspace, you only have four allied characters, and you’re collecting “memories” from the gacha; you can equip the memories onto your allied characters to give them powers.

As I write this, Pokemon TCG Pocket is number one on the gacha revenue list, and Love And Deepspace is number two. I think the moral is that originality is good?



[2]

In Genshin and games that copy its gacha, the average number of pulls to get any top-tier character from a banner is 60 (citation), and pity happens at 90 pulls – so you can’t do more than 50% worse than average. On the other hand, the first top-tier character is only 50% likely to be the one you wanted; if you lose the 50% chance, your second top-tier character is guaranteed to be the one you wanted. So I guess you’d say the average pulls for a specific top-tier character is 90, and the worst possible is 180.



[3]

The Arknights story is uniformly grim; it had me agreeing to “rescue” a mysterious little girl from the slums, in order to hand her over to an obviously-evil corporation, because my mercenary company needed the money and this was the job that was available. I did not want this job, but refusing it was not an option.

Genshin goes a little too far in the other direction: there’s an early-game villain who my character was far too willing to forgive, after defeating him.



[4]

An example might be helpful. Getting Sucrose (from Genshin Impact) past a level cap requires Hurricane Seeds and Vayuda Topaz Fragments (from the Anemo Hypostasis world boss), Windwheel Asters (found in the wild in windy areas), and Whopperflower Nectars (from beating up Whopperflowers while exploring). You’ll also want Teachings of Freedom (from the Forsaken Rift minidungeon) and Spirit Lockets of Boreas (from the Boreas weekly boss) to level her skills, and the Viridescent Venerer artifact set (from a minidungeon in Mondstadt) with as much Elemental Mastery stat bonus as you can manage. Her weapon has its own levels and level caps and is handled separately.

Most games go a bit less hard than this.



[5]

This is Ningguang from Genshin Impact. Her magic-stone attack isn’t the literal strongest, but it deals stun damage and can stunlock enemies at long range, and that made her the first pick on my adventuring team. I don’t know of any explanation for how she could keep running her nation while also battling monsters across Teyvat with me.



[6]

Spoilers in rot13: V'z guvaxvat urer bs Revxn Nbv sebz Urnira Oheaf Erq. Gur tnzr fcrag gur jubyr puncgre ohvyqvat hc ure eryngvbafuvc jvgu gur znva punenpgre, naq gryyvat hf ubj terng fur vf. Gura vg xvyyrq ure bss oehgnyyl va gur svany obff onggyr bs gur puncgre, naq eryrnfrq na FF (gbc-gvre) irefvba bs ure punenpgre fbzr gvzr yngre. V'z gbyq gur FF irefvba vf cbjreshy rira pbzcnerq gb bgure FF punenpgref. V vzntvar vg fbyq dhvgr jryy. V havafgnyyrq gur tnzr nsgre cynlvat gung puncgre.



[7]

There do exist pairs of same-sex characters who are noted as being particularly close friends. I believe it is illegal to depict homosexual relationships in Chinese media, so “particularly close friends” is probably as far as they’re allowed to go. It’s a little bit strange that I don’t know of any pairs of different-sex characters who have this sort of hinted-at very-close friendship.

Also, I’ve heard that in Arknights there’s a pair of playable characters that are married. I have not verified this.



[8]

I tried this with Honkai Impact 3rd, and there were too many activities with names like “Crimson Moonlight: Umbral Sonata of the Sakura Bride,” which tells me that the translator has a thesaurus, but doesn’t really explain what the event is for or whether a new player could usefully interact with it. But, also, it was an older game, and not very good.






Gender


	
Intro





Is it possible to write about gender without worsening the already-terrible gender relations? I’m not sure.

First, it seems like overall gender relations as a whole would improve drastically if everyone who is the kind of person who complains online about gender relations would just shut up.

Second, the topic seems to have an unusually high load of brainworms floating around. I don’t want to catch or spread brainworms. By “catching brainworms” I mean “absorb gender takes that, on average, negatively affect the social and romantic outcomes of the meme-carrier”. I think that nearly all the gender memes in our civilisation’s water supply (on all sides!) have a negative expected value in this sense, and that most people could improve their outcomes by preventing exposure. I also think that this is not a coincidence, and part of this review is an attempt to understand what happened.

I have tried to only include things in this review that have made it easier for me to be sane, and have plausibly improved my real-life outcomes. It is my hope that this review will fight the brainworms rather than spread them. Nevertheless, it is possible that I only believe I succeeded at this because the brainworms have thoroughly gotten to me; I urge the reader to exercise caution, and treat my gender takes, like all other gender takes, as potentially hazardous to engage with.

My argument will have two parts: First, a parallel argument to the one Scott Alexander makes about political partisanship in “The Psychopolitics of Trauma”.

Second, I will argue that, while biology is real, there are currently certain things ascribed to “biological reality” that can also be understood as the outcome of group dynamics (e.g. minority vs. majority gender, pursuing vs. pursued gender). I will also discuss how men’s and women’s perception of the opposite gender is systematically distorted due to several effects.

The final part of this review contains some ideas for how we, as a community (gestures at rat/postrat/TPOT/EA/… spaces), could experiment with the aim of improving our own average social and romantic outcomes. I tried to be as concrete as possible and, where appropriate, nominate specific people who might be well-suited to experimenting with those ideas. Be as sceptical of that section as of everything else in this review.

Spoiler: about ¾ of the argument can be summarised like this:
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Why should you consider what I have to say? I’m a young woman, not exactly a demographic known for their firm grasp of gender dynamics. My claim here is that my range of experiences is unusually broad. I identify as cis now, but I experienced intense dysphoria for about eight years, more than half of which I identified as trans. I was able to pass as a boy in my teens. On the 12th August 2024, I found a mental switch that turned off my dysphoria, hence why I identify as cis now.

Experience of gender is influenced by culture, socio-economic class, attractiveness, age, and so on. I have lived in three European countries and have close ties to a fourth. I’ve spent significant time in both conservative right-wing spaces (my family of origin) and very progressive spaces (university). I served in the military for several years. I have significantly changed my attractiveness level through recovering from chronic illness (moving from ugly to mid, I can’t claim to have ever been hot). More trivially, I’m not straight. I haven’t sorted out whether I’m bi or lesbian, but my only relationship (>1 year) was with a woman and I’ve dated both men and women.

Given how unusually sensitive gender takes are to the speaker’s personal experience, here are some more details on my background. Read them if you want to correct for whichever distortions you think my observations have, or skip them as you wish.


	
I am in my early twenties and assigned female at birth (AFAB).



	
I’ve lived in several Western European countries,  but never in America.



	
Socio-economic background: progressive public schools, family of origin and non-school influences mostly self-identified “conservative and right-wing” who, by their own admission, would have voted for Trump if they were eligible to vote in America.



	
I served in the military ages 18-21, including several deployments.



	
Childhood: more tomboy than girly girl, but gender nonconformity wasn’t a big deal.



	
Age 14: Rapid onset gender dysphoria.



	
Ages 14-16:


	Worked on getting HRT, top surgery etc. approved (not a quick process in the country where I lived).

	Could pass as male in bathrooms and new contexts where I introduced myself with a gender-neutral nickname, which I did wherever I could.

	Never transitioned socially in school, never voluntarily came out to anyone, or did anything else that is congruent with “attention-seeking”. Never had any piercings or unnatural hair colours.





	
This phase ended when I came across an account by someone who made a choice to be a gender non-conforming woman rather than trans. Not “having to transition” came as a relief.



	
Ages 17-22:


	
Intense dysphoria (visceral disgust and revulsion towards my body, especially gendered aspects) remained, with a significant detrimental effect on my physical and mental health and well-being.



	
During this time, I went back and forth on identifying as trans (which I never, at any point, wanted to be) and believing that “there must be something else going on, this doesn’t make sense, I need to figure out my “gender issues” some other way”. During the times where I thought being trans was the inevitable conclusion:


	I tried to get prescribed hormones (or buy them on the black market) at least five times, but always changed my mind at the last minute. I’ve never taken cross-sex hormones.

	Insurance denied my application for chest reduction surgery, I had a private consultation but I delayed it due to cost.

	I had (minor) facial masculinisation surgery (liposuction for a more pronounced jawline). Never regretted it. People who haven’t seen the before photos wouldn’t know I had anything done, but I like my face more now.





	
Also during this period:


	I got progressively sicker due to a not-yet-diagnosed autoimmune disease and other reasons; this also led to weight gain.

	I would no longer have been able to pass as male if I had tried, due to puberty and weight gain.

	My attractiveness during this period was, controlling for age, definitely bottom tier.













	
Age 21: autoimmune disease finally diagnosed.


	Physical and mental health improved drastically over the next years. Also some weight loss.

	Attractiveness: moved from bottom to mid tier. Still “mid” as I write this.









	
12.08.2024:


	I discovered a mental “switch” that turned off dysphoria. It has not returned since.







(As an aside: yes, I know my use of English military terms is weird. That’s because English is not the language of the country whose military I served in.I’ve been accused of stolen valour before due to this, so I want to clarify.)


	
Why is this a problem at all?





How is it possible that gender relations are so fucked up? What is going on with the low birthrate? Why should we bother at all with this apparently intractable problem?

Eliezer Yudkowsky argued (in 2009) that sexual and romantic entanglements represent the peak complexity of the human species. Men and women were not subjected to the same evolutionary pressures, and have not evolved to be each other’s ideal mates. If the average man were the average woman’s ideal mate, then we’d expect the preferred sexual frequency of the men and women to be the same on average, and so on. But they aren’t. Heterosexual relations are inherently a compromise. While some individual males and females may hit a “jackpot” in terms of compatibility, the average individual of either gender will not.

So, why bother?

One possible answer is this:
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You can read Yudkowsky’s full argument here: https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/Py3uGnncqXuEfPtQp/interpersonal-entanglement

He argues that, even if we could supply everyone who wants with their “ideal mate” catboy/catgirl/cat-enby, we probably shouldn’t. We would lose something if we did.

My United Nations Presidential Campaign platform in 2035: I will solve the low birthrate with artificial wombs! There will be FREE Catpeople for Everyone!

… what do you mean, you’re not voting for me? Pff. Spoilsport.

So, to recap: it’s a hard problem. It hasn’t yet been made fully tractable. (I hope that this review helps with making it a tiny bit more tractable than it currently is.)

Ava (Substack writer - bookbear express) expresses a similar sentiment:
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Remember her - she, and her substack, will make an appearance in the final section of this review.

(Source: https://www.avabear.xyz/p/what-is-partnership-for )


	
A Hypothesis





There is an essay by Scott Alexander called “The Psychopolitics of Trauma”.

I feel compelled, at this point, to mention that I’m from a non-liberal socio-economic background and had, for most of my life, a severe allergy to the word “trauma”. My brain auto-replaced the t-word with “whining that is designed to get the speaker attention and points in the Victimhood Olympiad, and shield them from criticism because you become a social pariah if you argue against someone’s ‘trauma’”.

I am mentioning this because I suspect that some people reading this will have a similar mimetic allergy to discussion of “trauma”. I had an explanation here of how and why I changed my stance, but it got too long, so it’s now in the appendix.

The tweet-sized version is this:
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So what is Scott Alexander’s argument about the psychopolitics of trauma?
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(...)
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Read the full post here: https://www.astralcodexten.com/p/the-psychopolitics-of-trauma

Read it? No? Then go and read it. He’s a psychiatrist and I’m not; he explains it better than I could.

Another excerpt:
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I am arguing that a similar thing has happened to gender relations. This (the next screenshot) is Scott Alexander’s conclusion about trauma and political partisanship. I think it also describes the worse battlegrounds of the gender wars. It’s a self-perpetuating cycle. And the people stuck in those trenches are also the people who produce the vast majority of gender takes. That’s why engaging with gender takes is so likely to have negative consequences. The gender discourse is produced by people who have been hurt in gender-specific ways and whose perception and strategies are now warped around the gravitational fields of those injuries. It’s a psychological minefield.
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If this is accurate - if this is really a major source of toxicity in gender relations - then the implications are both horrifying and hopeful.

The horrifying part is that it would be a problem on a similar scale as political partisanship. Has anyone figured out how to solve that one yet?

But maybe it’s not quite that bad. There are several reasons to be hopeful.

First, severity:

It seems plausible to me that fewer people are gender-traumatised than politics-traumatised, and that the average level of gender-trauma is less severe. (I don’t have empirical data to back this up - it’s just my impression.)

Second, individuals don’t need to change the system before they can succeed at the individual level.

Most of us are mainly interested in solving the problem at the level of n=2. That’s a much easier problem than solving it at N=society.

If the above is accurate, a main part of the problem is that the most severely affected people make up the legions of “highly engaged” gender warriors that dominate the discourse and set the frames and narratives for everyone else. The downstream effects of that make things worse for everyone else. The downstream effects can be mitigated at the individual level - and the more individuals do so, the more the gender wars will lose their hold over us.


	
Objection: That would not solve the root cause of the problem





As we’ve established above, part of the problem is that men and women are not perfectly matched in their average desires. This set up the conditions for us to all traumatise each other, but it is upstream of the trauma problem.

Fair enough. I would like to reframe that.

Reproduction through sexual selection is so omnipresent in nature because it’s efficient.Instead of waiting for random mutations, a sexually reproducing species gets to try new combinations of genes constantly, and then the cosmos observes what works and what doesn’t. In self-help books or startup lingo, this concept is called “accelerating the rate of learning”. It’s the price we pay for existing as complex lifeforms. Would you rather be an amoeba? It’s also utterly cruel, perhaps the most cruel thing there ever was.

Calling the misalignment inherent to heterosexual relations “a problem” implies that, in some fundamental sense, it ought to not be there. But it has to be there. It is a necessary component of existence as a complex, social species. Saying that it should not exist makes as much sense as saying that death should not exist. Of course you can be anti-death, and work on cryonics. But cryonics doesn't work yet. Maybe someone will come up with a solution in the future, one that actually works. And it’s good that there are people refusing to accept the status quo, and working to change it. We need visionaries! But we would be foolish to rely on the visionaries to solve the problem tomorrow. And in the meantime, we should encounter it with the same acceptance that we strive (and usually fail) to have towards death

This - sex, romance, love - will hurt. That is inevitable. We can still try to be grateful for it, because without these things, there would be no life, we would not be alive. We can strive to practice gratitude rather than resentment, and try to not add avoidable pain to the unavoidable pain, with the understanding that, sometimes, our efforts will fail.

The next section of this review is an attempt to locate and describe sources of unnecessary pain, mostly by describing misconceptions the genders have about each other and how they arise.


	
Things correlated with gender that are not actually gender





Most of us have encountered variants of this graph before:
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Men and women differ, on the population level, on lots of dimensions. The mean of the male bell curve is usually not the same as the female mean.

Some examples:


	In the MBTI personality system, ~⅔ of women score as feelers and ~⅔ of men as thinkers

	Women tend to have a more anxious attachment style, men tend more avoidant

	In the OCEAN personality system, women tend to score higher on e.g. neuroticism and agreeableness, and men e.g. on assertiveness

	Etc etc etc



It’s important that for many of these dimensions, relative position matters more than absolute position. Let’s say we have two people who tend to be anxiously attached. The less anxiously attached one will still, in a sense, be the avoidant one in the context of that relationship. Or, to use an often-cited example, orderliness. (Dimension in the OCEAN model; aspect of conscientiousness.) It’s often brought up that the average woman scores higher on orderliness than the average man. This has some explanatory power for the unequal distribution of housework. The higher you score on orderliness, the faster you are bothered by mess. If one partner is slightly more orderly than the other, that partner will be the one to be bothered first by most messes, even if the absolute difference between the two is small. This is a consequence of the relative position of the two partners. It’s a dynamic that still happens if one is 5th and the other 10th percentile on orderliness (both are less orderly than most men and most women) or if one partner is 90th percentile and the other 95th.

Most cultural narratives, clichés, advice columns and self-help books, and so on, are written for most people. “Most people” are not necessarily that similar to the median man or median woman, but they will still tend to find themselves in dynamics where the relative position is the one typically held by their gender. That’s what our cultural scripts assume, that’s what we are familiar with, that’s what we have internal software for.

Of course the “standard” dynamic can be flipped. For example, see here for discussion of a hetero relationship where the woman is more avoidant: https://sashachapin.substack.com/p/my-mind-transformed-completely-and
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Conceptual precision is useful. If it’s an attachment thing, call it an attachment thing, instead of making generalisations about how “women are clingy” or “men don’t communicate”. And so on. Zoom in on what’s actually going on. That is more likely to be productive - you can’t do anything about “men’s nature” or “women’s nature”, but you can do something about anxious-avoidant relationship dynamics. It increases the resolution of our culture’s mental models, and that in turn increases the degrees of freedom we can operate in without leaving the cultural scripts.


	
Non-Innate Gender Dynamics and Misperceptions Downstream of Selection Effects





Biology is real

We are a sexually dimorphic species. In some areas it’s obvious (average height), in others it’s more subtle.
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Other people have discussed this extensively. I don’t have anything to add to the biology discussion itself, other than to say that yes, obviously, Biology Is A Thing.

There are two arguments I will make in this section:

First, even people who are careful to hold nuance in biology discussions and acknowledge that outliers exist tend, in my opinion, to ascribe gender essentialism too much explanatory power. Some gendered dynamics are also predicted by models about, for instance, minority gender/majority gender dynamics, or pursuing gender/pursued gender dynamics. These are, mostly, testable hypotheses, and I hope this will actually be researched eventually.

Second, most men and most women have a distorted view of the opposite gender. This is because most people are not exposed to a random selection of members of the opposite gender. Instead, there are various selection effects at play.

Minority gender and majority gender dynamics

Sympathetic opposition deserves the credit for this observation: https://www.sympatheticopposition.com/p/thoughts-on-gender-ratio-and-social

[image: ]

Several areas where this applies (all credit for the insights goes to her; if I am misrepresenting her argument the error is mine):


	The minority gender is more likely to interrupt, and receives more attention when speaking.

	The majority gender is more likely to attempt mate-poaching (=trying to couple with someone of the minority gender who is already in a relationship (assuming heterosexuality))

	Intrasexual competition, as well as competition for the attention of the opposite gender, is more fierce for the majority gender than for the minority gender.

	Individuals of the majority gender are more likely to initiate PDA’s (public displays of affection) and show mate-guarding behaviour towards their opposite partner than individuals of the minority gender.



Sym Opp’s analysis is more detailed and she goes into how men and women differ in how they occupy the roles of minority and majority gender; go read it.

She also makes a point that is VERY, VERY important for understanding why people engaging in gender discourse often seem to be living on different planets. Few spaces (occupations, hobbies,..) have a 50/50 gender split. The average woman encounters, in her daily life, the average man who spends time in female majority spaces. The average man encounters, in his daily life, the average woman who spends time in male majority spaces. Those are not random samples!!! They differ systematically from the average man and average woman at population level. Add to this the fact that most people, by definition, experience gender dynamics primarily from the perspective of the majority gender, and we have significant sources for misperception of what the other gender is really like.

I realise that the above claims may seem implausible to some. All I can say is that my lived experience bears it out. Almost all my friends are women, and more than half of them spend more time in female-majority spaces. I’ve also spent time in language and literature-related spaces with very few guys.The average dude in those spaces is, uh, different from the average dude in the military. Likewise, I was always either the only woman in my unit or one of two women. The average woman in either of my former units (I transferred once) is not representative of the average woman in the after-school literature club I used to run.

I realise this would be more convincing with concrete examples. But any concrete examples I could present would need a lot of context (culture, class, and so on) to elucidate rather than obfuscate. The best way to observe this is to go out and spend time in spaces that have a different gender ratio than the one you are used to. (The average woman reading this is probably used to male majority spaces, based on ACX demographics. If the average man reading this would want to know my thoughts about how to implement this, the first thing that comes to mind is yoga.)

I think this selection bias is subtle in spaces with lightly (60/40) or moderately (70/30) skewed gender ratios, which is most spaces. The margins are where it gets really extreme. Most women I met in the military were in logistics or medics. The overall gender ratio on my deployments was ~10% women, and that was considered very high. But they were almost all in logistics or medics. Those two departments (or whatever you would say here in place of “department”) had even or majority female gender ratios. Everything else was all men and occasionally one or two women. The average woman in either my first or my second specialisation (~0-5% women) is not representative of the average woman in the military (~10-20% women).

To give an example of what this selection bias looks like at the margin:

The women all slept in the same quarters, regardless of specialisation. During my first deployment, I got into a conflict with one of the medics. I was socially oblivious and totally blindsided. She accused me of “not understanding the hygienic requirements of life in close quarters” and ordered me to “Shower every time you sweat, like me, it’s not hard.”. What she somehow didn’t get was that she had a desk job and I did not. If I had taken her literally, I would have needed to take a shower every thirty minutes. (In retrospect, I can’t tell how much of this was about the object-level issue of my hygiene and how much was bullying. I will say, however, that my hygiene would have been above average in the male quarters.)

The most extreme case of this are groups that are all one gender except for one person. The cliché is that the only man or only woman in that situation will be hostile towards a second man or woman, should they appear, because they then have to share the opposite-sex attention and favours that was previously only on them. There is even a TVTropes entry about it:

https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/TerritorialSmurfette

Personally I haven’t seen this; but I do have heard about it from others. I was usually glad if there was another woman in my shift. But I’ve heard, from several people, that in another unit a female commanding officer preferred to have a male-only watch and gave worse assignments etc. etc. to the women. The female comrade who told me this traded so she could be in a different watch.

Sym Opp points out, and I agree, that the dynamics of a group with a strongly skewed gender ratio are different from the dynamics of a single gender group.
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At least some of that seems to me to be the result of the absence of direct intersexual competition (assuming heterosexuality). I’ve often heard male comrades say that they prefer an all-male watch to a watch with one woman, because some portion of the guys will… the term they used would translate to “acting like a rooster”. I’ve also heard from women (many such cases, mostly civilian) that they like women-only spaces for the absence of being evaluated. (Sometimes this is phrased as “not being subjected to the male gaze”, but the underlying phenomenon is not political and there is no need to use politically charged terms to describe it.) I’m not straight (I was closeted during almost all my service, and other than three obvious out lesbians everyone (that I know of) was too.) I feel weird about, like, locker rooms. If I’m not out (and, again, I don’t have rainbow hair) then it feels a bit deceptive to me, to continue to let other women assume they are in a space where no one is attracted to them when it’s not true.

This is apparently a fairly common non-straight experience, and I don’t have any particular insight about it. I’m only bringing it up as an example for how edge cases and minority experiences can help us understand the majority’s experience. In this case, my guess would be that the preference is not only about wanting a reprieve from having one’s attractiveness evaluated. I can recall two instances where finding out that there were bi/gay women present led to weird (in one case, homophobic) reactions from other women, and far more instances where no one gave any indication of caring. This could be an instance of typical mind fallacy (a straight girl learning that another girl is bi or gay and updating to “she might mention a girlfriend during smalltalk”, but forgetting to update to “she might find my naked chest arousing”). But it’s probably more complicated - status hierarchies among men work differently than among women [citation needed], and intersexual competition is not just about physical attractiveness (in both directions!). There is also the feeling of “being in a group where people can relate to your experiences”, and sex and gender are pretty major factors that influence what we experience. The point I want to make is that I have sympathy for wanting to have, and preserve, single-sex spaces, and I wouldn’t automatically assume that someone must be sexist, misogynist, misandrist, woke, TERF, mean, or evil for expressing that preference.

The opposite preference is “let’s make gender as a category less salient”. There are so many ways we can divide humanity into ingroups, outgroups, and fargroups, and right now we are often using gender as a dividing line when something else (e.g. being high or low in agreeableness, having a more anxious or avoidant attachment style, …,...) would be more precise and useful for the concrete issue being discussed. “Don’t make it about gender if it doesn’t have to be about gender.” One example of this is “The Gender Wars are Class Wars” by Cartoons Hate Her: https://www.cartoonshateher.com/p/the-gender-wars-are-class-wars

She points out  (if I’m misrepresenting her argument, the fault is mine) that a lot of “gender war takes” make more sense if you assume that the average male combatant in the gender war trenches is from a different socio-economic class of origin than the average female combatant. Men’s rights activism is associated with a, uh, different social strata than feminism is. Maybe this kind of conversation can help detoxify the gender wars! Assuming it manages to, y’know, stay tethered to reality at least sometimes.

Selection Bias because “the kind of people you date” are not randomly selected

As argued above, the average man or woman does not form his or her view of the opposite gender. Instead, they are primarily exposed to two groups:


	The kind of opposite gender person who is into the same things as them (that is, on average, women who skew more masculine than the average woman, and men who skew more feminine than the average man), and

	The kind of opposite gender person they tend to date.



The first is a systemic bias affecting most people, the second is a selection effect that operates at the individual level. It’s not a distortion in how women as a group view men or vice versa, but a distortion in how an individual man or woman sees women or men as a group. It is still important to be aware of it at the individual level.

The most salient example is probably also the most tragic.

I’ve read it in several places, but I can’t find a source right now: “The people who are attracted to a gender they don’t actually like are among the most miserable people on earth.”

This isn’t just about misandric straight women or misogynistic straight men; it’s also about homophobic gay guys and lesbians. Disliking the people in your dating pool means the people you end up dating are selected for being the kind of person who is okay with dating someone who does not like people like them. That’s not exactly a good predictor of being sane and mature, and having good self-esteem and boundaries. So, the people most caught up in misogyny or misandry will probably end up dating mostly people who confirm their horrible view of the opposite gender, because they repel everyone else.

Related take:
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Another potential source of dating toxicity:
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A good resource for this is https://goblinodds.com/

Distortion from cross-gender eavesdropping

Another insight from sympathetic opposition: https://www.sympatheticopposition.com/p/problems-with-cross-gender-eavesdropping

Read her analysis, she’s more socially perceptive than I am. To repeat the argument, the kind of opposite gender people you can most easily eavesdrop on online are not necessarily representative of the opposite gender as such, or the subset of the opposite gender you would be most interested in dating. Also, this:
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Pursuing gender and pursued gender

I got this one from Aella’s discussion of the success of onlyfans: https://aella.substack.com/p/how-onlyfans-took-over-the-world
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Red Pill Seduction Advice

I discovered this one by accident, and I’m sorry. Really, I am.

Red pill content (at least that I’ve read, mostly years ago) will often have descriptions of “how women are”, complete with evolutionary just-so stories. I think some of it is more usefully described as pursuer-pursued dynamics than anything “innate”.

To make a long story short, a while ago I decided that gender relations would be less terrible if asking people on dates were lower-stakes; specifically, if people generally say yes to first date requests unless they have a very strong reason not to. A consequence of this was that I ended up on dates with a bunch of people I wasn’t really into. I mostly saw those dates as an opportunity to practice social skills. “Not really being into someone” makes it easy to be “outcome indifferent”. I’m also, uh, unresponsive to text messages a lot of the time. My friends are used to me intermittently ignoring them, but for the people I was dating it was effectively the same as running a hot-and-cold game. It wasn’t on purpose, I’m just really avoidant about texting.

Anyway, the outcome was more or less what red pill advice promises for “being engaging to talk to, outcome indifference, and running a hot-and-cold game”. There is nothing special about the feminine psyche that makes this work. It works the other way round too.

What could we do?

Workshops to improve your relationship with the opposite gender

Something like this is probably already a thing. I got the idea from Aella describing a workshop she contributed to here: https://aella.substack.com/p/this-practice-made-men-arouse-me
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This could have exercises like the one Aella describes, discussion circles where you can try to actually understand the perspective of the other gender, talking about selected media or case studies and listening to how people of the other gender interpret them, and much more. There could also be workshops tailored to undoing the damage of the gender wars.

I would like to nominate Goblinodds to do this: https://goblinodds.com/

https://goblinodds.substack.com/p/the-gender-wars-dont-need-you

Matchmaking and a Dating Doc Tsar

Scott Alexander in defense of dating docs: https://www.astralcodexten.com/p/in-defense-of-describable-dating
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Matchmaking in Orthodox Judaism is discussed more here: https://www.astralcodexten.com/p/highlights-from-the-comments-on-dating

We already have a dating doc registry: https://dateme.directory/

We could appoint a “matchmaker/dating doc tsar”. This person would be up to date on the dating docs currently online, and email people if they might be compatible with someone else who also wrote a dating doc. Maybe it would also be possible to give them your dating doc privately, if you don’t want it to be publicly accessible. (Though this could easily become a lot of work for the matchmaker.) We could set up some sort of community crowdfunding or patreon so they get a recompense for the work they’re doing.

This idea is a bit half-baked in its current form, but given that matchmaking has evolved independently in several cultures (as pointed out above), there are probably ideas in the adjacent idea-space that it would be worthwhile to experiment with.

It’s recently become a thing that substack writers matchmake their readers, like Ava from bookbear express: https://www.avabear.xyz/p/matchmaking-is-open-what-ive-been
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Hopefully more people will do experiments like this!

I would like to nominate Ava for the role of Dating Doc Tsar.

Timed relationship experiments

This is more of an “I wish this social institution existed” kind of thing.

I got the idea from Aella: https://knowingless.com/2021/11/15/what-i-learned-from-my-date-me-experiment/
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(...)
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I don’t have that much relationship experience, and I’d like to know more about what I’m like in a committed relationship. What is my communication style, what are my actual preferences, what kind of attachment stuff would come up. Seems like useful information!

If someone else is in the same boat and is compatible on the relevant dimensions, we could set up a committed-for-a-time relationship (between two weeks and three months, maybe?), which includes the precommitment to not have any contact for a month after the experiment is over before you meet for the debrief (so you don’t accidentally end up in a relationship through inertia). Maybe there are problems with this idea that I’m too naive and inexperienced to see, but it seems like it could be a really useful thing. (You could also take the opportunity to see what it’s like to seriously date someone who is not your usual “type”.) If I were doing worldbuilding for a science fiction novel, I might include this as a totally normal thing to do 1-3 times as a young adult.

Concluding Words

Right now, our culture makes wedding cakes that look like this:
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C’mon. I mean, seriously. I believe we can do better.

Appendix

Allergy to the t-word and priors on trauma

This section is mostly for people who share my former allergy to discussion of trauma, aka “whining that is designed to get the speaker attention and points in the Victimhood Olympiad, and shield them from criticism because you become a social pariah if you argue against someone’s ‘trauma’”.

This take is not without merits! Social hierarchies where you gain status by “being worse off” are terrible incentive structures. It gets worse from there, because there is an element of self-fulfilling prophecy. If you believe that XYZ is utterly horrible and harmful, you are more likely to be adversely affected if XYZ happens to you, for any given XZY. This isn’t to say that we should dismiss the harms of any particular XYZ, or pretend that “it’s not a big deal” if it is, in fact, a big deal. But no one is done any favours if we consistently describe things that are, unfortunately, part of the world we live in, as worse than they have to be. Aella has written about this much better than I could, so I’ll just give some links. I found her essays about this idea life-changing. One phrase in particular has been stuck in my head since I first read it: “I wish at least one person would not have reacted with horror.”
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https://aella.substack.com/p/trauma-as-physics

https://aella.substack.com/p/the-trauma-narrative

https://aella.substack.com/p/me-too-on-sexual-assault

https://aella.substack.com/p/frame-control

I lost my allergy to discussions of trauma when I read Sasha Chapin’s How I Wish Trauma Had Been Explained To Me.

https://sashachapin.substack.com/p/how-i-wish-trauma-had-been-explained
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Anyhow, here’s the summary:
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GETTING OVER IT WITH BENNETT FODDY: a perfect review in which I fail

In Which I Begin By Reviewing All Video Games

Once you click “start new game,” it’s already over. For the next few hours, maybe days — even months, for the gainfully unemployed — you will be subordinate to the screen. There are other things you could be doing. You could learn Polish. You could volunteer at the food bank. AGI might arrive in the next few years, leaving no millimetre of your world unchanged, and here you are with a box of pizza and a 13 inch monitor. It’s pathetic, the way you curdle in your enormous, infantilizing Snuggie. All that’s missing is a soother. What’s that? You want me to pass your vape?

Well, if we’re going to feel bad about ourselves, we might as well be intentional about it. Why not play the game known for hating you more than you hate yourself. Yes, and maybe, by the end of it, we’ll have learned something about futility, video games, and the art of suffering.

Into the carnival we go.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In Which I Try To Get Over It

And so, for the uninitiated, let’s establish the facts. The game I’m going to review, Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy, is all about overcoming—or at least tolerating—your hatred for failure. And because no one likes to fail, it’s become (un)popular for being (un)popular. Just google the name and you’ll know what I mean. Getting Over It is famous for the intense emotions it invoked in streamers, then it became infamous for the emotions it triggered in the rest of us.

In Getting Over It, you play a man, Diogenes, who must ascend a hill. You are given an axe and frustratingly wonky controls to do so. Curiously, you don’t know why you must climb the hill. Nothing about the game in particular encourages you to do so. There are no points to be gained, no collectible items, and no time limits. There is no story line. There are a few voiceovers by the creator, Bennett Foddy, which variously tell you about the origin of the game and what Tarkovsky, Nietzsche, and Mary Pickford had to say about failure, but many players find them annoying and end up muting them. Most of the usual pleasures of the average AAA video game—the chance of ‘winning’ a round, of achieving narrative depth, of solving a stimulating puzzle—are absent, exchanged for… well, it’s not clear. Mostly, you make some progress up the hill, and then you fall. You do this for hours. You do this for days. The falls you take grow in size, become more devastating. Nonetheless, people continue to play this game. It has sold over 2.7 million copies.

But—why? Why did a game about failure, a game with less than a 10% completion rate, a game with no save files and where you must start over and over again and just when you begin to gain some momentum you—

~~

Anyone who had Steam on their dashboard in 2018 has heard of Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy. It’s the game about climbing a mountain in a pot, and this is what my review will be about. But first, how much do you know about Bennett Foddy himself?

Do you know he trained as a moral philosopher at Princeton? Does it surprise you that he studied drug addiction? That he played as a bassist in an electronica band before he lectured at Oxford?

Jonathon Blow, the darling of indie gamers, said he wanted to make video games for people who read Gravity’s Rainbow. Bennett Foddy, meanwhile, says he made Getting Over It “for a specific type of person… To hurt them.” Why? And why this intensity? The game, it’s true, is downright cruel. It’s a game that scoops the willpower from your body like a shovel driven into dirt, a game that leaves you feeling imperfectly lobotomized, your mushy brain leaking chunkily out of your eyes. Why would he do this to us? What business does a moral philosopher have pushing us over then holding us down?

In short, what the fuck is wrong with this guy? Why is he no—

~~

Any good review of Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy must discuss the sunk cost fallacy, because Jesus—

~~

Ah, did you know there’s a video of Bennett Foddy playing Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy, and that this video is called Bennett Foddy Plays Getting Over It With Bennett Foddy, and that Bennett Foddy FUCKING FUCK OFF—

~~

And so we begin the game in a pot.

We’re a man, a Danish man by the looks of it, with sun-soaked brawny arms and a propensity to sweat. In front of us is a tree. In our hands, a Yosemite axe. No billboard, tutorial, or in-game text is needed to tell us what we must do. We know it instinctively. We must get over the tree.

This isn’t easy. The only way to move is with this axe, and the physics of it are all wrong. When you push straight downwards, pogoing, you go further than you intended. When you try again, auguring against an uneven plateau, you go less far. Then in the wrong direction. When you get the tip of your axe jammed strategically around a branch and make a big swing of it, ready to fly, you go down, not up. You take a deep breath, steeling yourself. You were told this would be difficult. You knew you would be made to feel like a child. You feel worse than that. You feel like Bambi on a slackline.

But you are not the type to give up so easily. You were the child who waited on the marshmallow. You would walk 500 miles. A trillion atoms came together just right to form you. You keep jiggering your Yosemite axe around, looking upward. You poke and prod and push. And then—it doesn’t take long—you consider giving up.

This, right here, is the first cut off. Most well-adjusted adults will persist for a few more moments, haphazardly, then they will shrink the tab and watch a speed runner finish the game in 60 seconds. They will stare out the window until they see the faint blear of stars, then go see what their partner is up to in the other room. “Funny game,” they might say.

The more curious players might mess around for another ten minutes. They will climb over enjambed cabins, Stonehenge boulders, and candy-coloured slides. They might come to understand that it provides a low-stakes environment for players to productively encounter the sharper edges of their emotions. The less informed might say “wait, who’s Diogenes again?” And then, usually after a good forward streak, the thinkable will happen: their reflexes will get the best of them, a bad push will send them tumbling, and down the mountain they will fall.

This is the next cut off. These players will be able to say, with a genuine though perhaps unearned world-weariness, that they played ‘that’ game. They will nod along with those who were less curious than them: “don’t worry, you’re not missing much.”

But you won’t do this.

It’s a stupid game, maybe, but you have already decided to view this in eschatological terms. You would now rather swallow a large boulder than give up. This, anyway, seems like the attitude you need to keep going, and you’re tired of giving up.

But this is taking hours. You could be learning to code in Java. You could be out at the bar. It’s ridiculous, really. Why are you here. Why are you playing this game. Could you imagine trying to explain it to someone from the past? It doesn’t even make sense in the present. Years from now, if climate change crisps our planet over completely or robots use us like circuit boards, they’ll wonder what we were doing with our free time. They’ll look back through a high-tech scrying mirror, see you as you are right now. It’s 10pm, you’re eating a third slice of lacklustre faux-cheese pizza, and you’re moving a pixelated man in a soup pot up a mountain of trash.

But you don’t listen to the voice screaming back at you from the future—you don’t try to read his lips. You’re smarter than that. You know it’s only an image conjured up in your mind to keep you from finishing the game. Tuck that id in your quiver, fire it over the horizon, we’re all superego now.

After three hours of upward movement, it happens. Every inch of progress took a thimbleful of effort. Your nose is inches from the screen, your eyes burned red and veiny by the cool blue light. You are balancing the fine tip of your axe on a fallen, international-orange crane. It’s not even a hard part of the mountain. There’s only one gap into which you could fall, and it would require calculated effort to do so. This doesn’t seem to matter. Some karmic logic must assert itself from time to time in this game. The gap looks bigger than ever, stretches itself into horrible proportions. You can practically feel the breezy, cruel wind pushing you towards the edge, beckoning you inwards. You should really slow down—take a minute to relax, walk around your kitchen, return to your body—but the game induces the gambler’s itch to keep going, no matter the cost. There’s no doubt about it. The game wants you to fall.

When you start tumbling down, past the orange diagonal that took you thirty minutes to beat, clean overtop of the cramped chimney, whole fathoms below the painful blocky double jump and deep into the soft sandpit with its manifestly tall walls, you realize, after a skull-chattering frustration followed by a kind of vacant resignation, that you value your time. You’re not willing to spend another three hours only to return to where you’ve already been. You don’t much care if the game is an ingenious critique of instant gratification or a unique commentary on the road to mastery. You don’t think twice about it. Here, at the beginning, you shut your laptop. Empty—

~~

Again, we begin at the beginning. I’ve already made so many mistakes. The temptation to quit, to command-A del this text into oblivion is tickling my thumbs. No, I’d rather print it all onto expensive letterhead and crumple it dead in my palms, move onto… something else.

But I’m sick of quitting things. I’ve already given up on a novel that took me three years to write. I started an engineering degree late in life, which required giving up on even more things, and now here I am giving up on the last dregs of this Montellier, fully flat. All I’ve ever wanted to be is a writer. That’s not entirely true. But it is almost literally virtually true. It’s less true now, in part because I gave up, but it could become more true again in the future.

I’ve made genuine sacrifices for writing. Financial, relational. If I thought it would make a difference I would add to the pile-up of adjectives: physical, familial, spiritual. I would give up more. Take my left hand. I’ll advertise your Depends Undergarments, your Vyvanse, your dick-pill vape oil. Sometimes the Faustian bargain seems fine if it meant I could write prettily, reliably. But these days I wonder if I just wasn’t made for it. It’s hard to know for sure, which is really too bad. When you want to be a pilot, you make sure you have 20/20 vision. If you’re trying for the NBA, double-check you’re taller than Muggsy Bogues. But with art, with writing, the breakthrough is always around the corner, and the whole community counsels you to continue failing—fail again, fail better.

It hasn’t all been failure. I’ve published work I don’t regret. I’ve been paid well at times. But all the bigger swings have been misses. I keep trying to make big commitments. In 2021, I moved to a small coal town near the border of North Dakota to write for ten hours a day and walk through the dying city. I chose the place for the sole reason that it had the cheapest AirBnB in the country, and in this, at least, it didn’t disappoint. My apartment was curiously empty, only haunted, occasionally, by some after midnight footsteps of miners and their girlfriends. These were some of the only well-paying jobs left in that town, as Trudeau had pushed an already shuttering town to the brink by vowing to end the coal industry by 2030. The food bank was well attended, the large library mostly empty. My room, close to the bellicose daily train and its shrill, histrionic squeaks, was an ugly closet of a room painted gaudy blue. It looked like an AirBnB crossed with a clown, afterwards mugged. It wasn’t designed with longevity in mind—actually, it hardly seemed designed with anything in mind, maybe wasn’t designed at all, just constructed. I was trapped in the bad intentions, anyways, of someone I didn’t know, and I guess it’s probably oversharing to say I was thinking of ending things. The place—both the town and the AirBnB—encouraged it. The mattress was also the couch. The stove was portable, and leaked gas. The fan required some encouragement, was not much more than a ball of rust. I spent a lot of time walking around giant fields of mud and staring at the sun, waiting for something to change, furiously writing. I stayed there for months. I couldn’t stop starting over. I didn’t get much done.

I shouldn’t break the fourth wall like this. Also, I shouldn’t have used the second person POV in the fragment above. I’m breaking the kind of rules that Chesterton’s Fence was made for, the good manners and literary decorum that I generally agree with. But this is an essay about failure, so maybe I’ve given myself some license to fail at this, too. Maybe I should take this a step further. There are elegant and inexpert ways to break rules, and a big part of this requires knowing your audience. I think I know this audience well enough after many years of reading the blog and its contests. These readers like an essay with a clear first person perspective. They want an essay that sets up a problem in simple prose and endeavours to answer it with unpredictable logic. Controversial topics are good, but only if they are treated thoroughly. Trendy ones—especially political (US), philosophical (utilitarian), and psychiatric (new drugs) ones—are top tier. The ideal essay would find a way to endorse IQ as a valid mode of inquiry, gently challenge the current wave of feminism, push against orthodoxy regarding charity, and come to some new synthesis regarding dictators in the Global South. This essay would eschew the original essayistic style of a Montaigne, a style that prirotizes jauntily thinking in action by communicating the texture of the writer’s thought (and environment) in a moment–for the more direct pre-Gonzo journalistic approach of distantly reporting on the facts. There are obvious merits to this style, and I’m not the only one who thinks so. Readers, when they’re given a chance to write for these contests, generally adopt the style of the blogger who hosts the contest. This leaves the impression that they either know their audience or have one principal inspiration for their writing style—namely, the blogger. Let’s call it Malcolm Gladwell or Freakonomics adjacent, but for a more educated audience. Maybe I’d be better off starting over with this in mind. This would be a much better idea than alienating the audience by describing them in a somewhat bland, insulting, and reductive way.

But that aside, a better essay would find a way to make my failure mean something, and maybe it will, yet. Maybe I should assemble all the punily embarrassing things I’ve done to write well, here, in order to drum up the narrative stakes. Desperation literature—poking at your own wounds with a kind of gnarled, cancerous finger of prose—does have a dedicated following, and inflicting discomfort on the reader is essential to communicate the meaning of this game.

But one of the problems is that failure tends to be boring. Unlike some other more exciting stories of failure, I have not taken up heroin, adopted an extreme ideology, or gambled my savings away. I have a friend who was among the top 3 most viewed streamers on a major porn site before a break-up—he also had the highest math scores in his state, grew up near Robbin Williams, and is talented in other ways I don’t have time to get into—who now has a neck injury, lives on the edge of homelessness, and spends most of his time talking about how he wants to kill himself. But most stories of failure are more banal. For most of us, failure is a daily grind. You lose an inch every day, despite pulling on your end of the tug-o-war rope like someone with their life on the line. Taxes, hidden fees, false progress, migraines, misunderstandings, petty embarrassments—they layer over you like a thousand pieces of papier-mâché, giving you shape. But your failure isn’t all that interesting. Everyone has a friend who thinks their life is unfair—who thinks their average suffering is staggeringly unique—and often you’re trying to get off the phone with them. Still, they have a point. No matter who you are, failure can shake scales from your eyes you didn’t know you had, and the virgin world can begin to look awfully dismal.

Maybe there’s dignity—maybe it’s preferable—to give up. You don’t have to look far to find a good metaphor. Every year, the seasons start over. Millions of dandelions pop up in summer to be terrorized by millions of new two year olds who’ve learned the pleasures of pulling grass. Maybe crocuses have the right idea: press out into the refrigerator cold of an early spring, touch the warm glow of a high sun, then burrow back down for a long sleep, escaping relevance.

Even that paragraph was a failure—too off-key, amateurish, uncertain in its sincerity—I’m failing even in my section about failure. I’m falling too far afield. I need to stop narrativizing my failure. At this rate I’ll resort to more cheap essayistic tricks. An exultant and unearned conclusion is evidence of failure. Culture war rage-bait is too. I shouldn’t have inserted myself into this essay. I’m not Charlie Kaufman. This will only make a Salieri out of me. I’m living a failure mode. This is my failure mode. It’s indulgent to talk about failure. If you haven’t survived a war or outlived your child and you’re talking about suffering—don’t. This isn’t Tumblr, this is worse than amateur, this is overly intimate in the wrong ways. Shit, stop swearing—maybe you need to start over for real this time. Write about a different game. Failure is overrated anyways, probably misunderstood. Failure just precedes more failure, statistically it does not converge towards success. Maybe we should just do the things that come easily for us, nurture our talents, stop trying to be the small guy who lifts three plates, the ruffian trying to be Raphael, the that comparison doesn’t even—

~~

At the beginning, here, I want to tell you about the only game I played in 2025 that I managed to finish. You’ve probably heard of this game. It’s called Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy, and it was the first game that could reasonably be labelled a retelling of the Myth of Sisyphus. Nonetheless, it became, in 2017, the bestselling game on Steam.

This requires explanation. Why would a game that was made to “hurt a specific type of person” become popular? I you fucking derivative copy-cat it’s—

~~

Alright, I’m pretty sure you’ve heard of Getting Over It With Bennett Foddy. It’s a game about learning to overcome your churning, Archean rage. It’s a game that requires Confucian levels of control—a kind of strategic, dispassionate detachment. The game trains, or at least rewards, emotional self-regulation—emotional IQ.

Or at least that’s what most people think the game is about. In fact, they’ve been badly misled. To really understand what’s going on here—to give a ‘Straussian’ reading—requires starting from first principles.

In other words, we need to talk about the cauldron. If you’ve played the game, you know what I’m talking about. The main character, Diogenes, never leaves his cauldron. In fact, we never see his legs. Nipples down, he is protected, shrimp-like, in a coal-black shell.

One’s left to wonder whether he even has legs, or whether his bottom half has gradually come apart over time, his skin peeling away like saltines subsumed by boiling water, his bones below the knee becoming broth. There’s definitely water in there, or maybe sweat, because our guy Diogenes is wet, always spilling more of his boiled-body water out onto the mountain. The smell must be toxic, the stuff of 3rd-world medical hospitals. But maybe our Diogenes isn’t human. Inside of that pot, he’s curled up his eight octopus legs into a single fleshy bulb which presses against every edge of his container. He’s been trapped in there to keep him from his horrible habit of sucking out the pineal glands of humans. By climbing the mountain, you are helping him escape his cage, beckoning him out of his Elba and back into the seat of power. Can you imagine the bloody scabby good GRIEF GOD FUCKER—

~~

A list of the things we must ‘get over’ in Getting Over It, ranked in ascending difficulty: solo cup, Bermuda grass, sandstone, granite blocks, canoe paddle, satellite dish, wheelbarrow, cabin, pipe, barrel, garbage can, pallet, ivy, lamp, crane, garbage bags, casks, concrete, dog house, bookshelf, brick, banana tree, highway divider, bathtub, safe, beach ball, chair, mattress, couch, bookshelf, painting of Diogenes the Cynic, toilet, lamp, IKEA furniture (lots), telephone wires, shopping cart, Pine tree, church, children’s play set, magician’s hat, cellphone tower, anvil, security camera, balls of snow, chimney, ice wall, hanging bucket, BORED—

~~

As I reached the second half of Getting Over It With Bennett Foddy, I began to see it as a disability simulator. You do not have perfect control of your character. And yet, you’re expected to traverse an environment that actively exploits your limitations. You sad—

~~

Answer this: Have you ever noticed that most reviews of books are written in text, while most reviews of video games are videos on YouTube. Text about text, video about video games. Where are the reviews of dance in dance? The paintings about paintings? Generally, text asserts itself as the dominant form for critically examining every other art form, and there’s good reason for this. Because you Chosser—

~~

At least Diogenes wasn’t afraid of failure. He lived in a barrel, masturbated in public, and…—

~~

After ten years of writing, I’ve learned the hard way about the cult of failure. The cult of failure’s primary teaching is that failure brings you closer to the truth. It’s a tenet spread from the optimistic minds of geniuses who overestimate our talents, to self-help books who flatter their audience, to professors encouraging their worst students. You are told that if you keep failing, you will fail upwards, as if you’ve fallen not into a sandpit but onto a smooth-running escalator.

Probably some of this is self-protective. It hurts to think about meaningless failure. No one’s selling popular nonfiction about how the O-ring, Deepwater Horizon, or appeasement are lessons in avoiding failure at all costs. And good luck finding something redeemable about someone like Andrés Escobar; if you haven’t heard, he was a Colombian soccer player originally known for his “clean style of play and calmness on the pitch,” later known for an accidental own-goal in the world cup, and finally known for being murdered for his failure. Or there’s Robert Falcon Scott, who raced Amundsen to the South Pole, faced terrible deprivation through alien conditions, wrote about his inevitable success, only to find their final destination marked with a beautiful Norwegian flag. This nonsuccess did not ultimately lead to some eventual triumph. Scott and all of his crew, the losers, did not get a second chance. Instead, they all died on their return trip to Britain.

Failures, according to this counter-narrative, are punished.

In an interview about movies, comedian and director Richard Ayoade talks about how he finds unrelenting failure funny. While Hollywood loves to juice up stories that affirm the American Dream—and, to be fair, to satirize it too—Ayoade says it’s funnier, and truer, to imagine someone quitting their day job, putting their livelihood on the line, and ultimately failing as an artist. This seems more honest, to me. I see it everywhere. It reminds me of Joseph Grand in The Plague, a character who writes and rewrites the first sentence of his manuscript while everyone around him dies. Despite years of trying, he does not, so far as we know, finish the paragraph.

All of this to say that the costs of failure seem underrepresented. Failure doesn’t teleologically lead towards success. Sometimes failures works like The Disintegration Loops, a tape that loops over and over again and in so doing gradually destroys itself, the magnetic tape flaking off the tape, the sonic etchings scraped away in parts, its fullness haunted more and more by its emptiness, growing soberly towards muteness. Seems kind of true, no? With each new failure, you become more robotic, more detached from your emotions, an imperfect image of your former self; you grind and grind and eventually there’s nothing left but the waste product, shavings or sawdust, swarf and chaff. Failure precedes, precipitates, more failure.

In a sane society, we manage the risk of life-destroying failure. Responsibility is metered out to people who’ve proven themselves, little-by-little, to have good judgement. But we are not sane, at least not entirely. For instance, we’ve learned that bestowing god-emperor power on children usually heaps risk on top of risk, but we still let people risk themselves. Gambling, apparently, is allowed. On WSB, you can watch people risk the forty-year savings of their grandparents—money made scrubbing toilets, fastidiously collected in piggy banks and hidden under mattresses, the money in some cases literally smeared with the sweat of their labour—shorting a toilet paper company. Generally, money is power, and so people who make money in one domain, maybe a domain where they are experts, can then exert power—responsibility—in another, risking failure mode. Oftentimes the failure of others becomes a failure for us all.

Failure can also be complete. This is what makes Getting Over It arguably, in some ways, dishonest—or at least incomplete—or maybe even subtly optimistic. In life, failure eventually, necessarily, leads to death. But in Getting Over It, you can always keep going. You can always keep going. You can always keep g—

~~

Alas, we are back at the beginning. We’ve been here so many times. We haven’t given up. Maybe we should have, but we don’t think like that anymore. We just keep trying.

We have learned some things. We have probably unlearned some things too, maybe even useful things, but again, we don’t think like that any more. We hardly think at all. We are not going to be fake about this. Failure, sometimes, teaches you nothing. Sometimes failure is just bad. It is not always redemptive. But we’re learning that failure also helps illuminate the success of others. This is true of the game, anyways, and it is true of life outside the game. When I enter a library these days I’m struck by the unimaginable weight of failure that preceded every published book. I know, intimately, that for every one hundred pages of text we see, more than five hundred were likely tossed. Some days, the process of writing felt like trying to squeeze champagne out of a dry boulder; other days, like inking the page with their own blood. Parents died in that time. Nieces were born. They kept writing.

It’s a new idea I’m trying on: failure is what makes achievement visible. I wouldn’t understand Bolt’s career if I’d never run. Alex Honnold’s free solos would only be imprecisely impressive if I wasn’t a climber. Every failure brings you closer to the pulse of someone else’s accomplishments, and so in failing we approach comprehension. Try wiring a basic breadboard for the first time, and then go stare at the circuitry of a rocket ship. It all becomes blindingly, perfervidly moving.

So in this spirit, let’s watch someone else play this game. Why not watch the best of them: the first sub-one minute speed run.

And so we do.

There is hardly a moment of silence before the game gets going. The speedrunner begins, wasting no time, with a few short slide skips before a surgically precise push over the first tree. The momentum and speed is already flummoxing. It’s like the pitter patter of a sequence of punches. Up he goes, without a single misplaced movement.

There is no time for jealousy. In some way that’s hard to pin down, we feel like the speedrunner. We have become them. Past the Stonehenge Boulders. Past the Devil’s Chimney.

Recognizable barriers that took us hours are cleared in seconds. We used to be crawling, now we are flying. Past the Orange Hell, past the Anvil Jump, past the snowballs.

It’s hard to look away. A game about failure has become one about perfection. There’s something vaguely ablutionary about it all. Like someone found a happy ending to Waiting For Godot. Like eating a Michelin star meal after burning your frozen calzone. Like sleeping in an angelic bed after years in a cave.

For a moment, failure has been chased away to the sidelines. We jet past the ice wall, past the shopping cart, up the cellphone tower. It’s all happening so quickly. Like time has been compressed. Like we’re driving across a route we spent 40 hours walking. Before we’ve had time to catch up to our feelings it’s already almost over.

Finally, and without a moment of hesitation, a final push of our Yosemite axe sends us off into space. It’s uncanny. We float. Unburdened by gravity, we’ve reached the final frontier. Nothing can stop us now, and effort is no longer required; it’s true, we can relax every muscle; the long march is over. Parts of ourselves we weren’t aware of—down some odd neurochemical tunnel of the mind, inside an unnamable part of our stomachs—are warmed and calmed, and there is absolutely nothing left to do. For a moment, we drop the axe.




Google's Hiring Process: A Review

It’s almost become a meme now that everyone wants to hire like Google, asking ridiculous questions about reversing a spliced linked binary hash tree in O(log(e^n!)) time.

Meanwhile sober analysts will tell you that while what Google does makes sense for them, it might not apply to your particular startup, yadda yadda yadda

So how does Google actually hire? Might it work for you? Does it even work for them?

This review probably isn’t going to answer any of that, but I’ve ranted to everyone in my friends, family, colleagues, etc. about the hiring process so much that they’ve all banned me talking about it, so now I get to rant at you instead.

Who Am I?

I’m an L5 software engineer at Google. I also do about 1 to 2 coding interviews a week, and have been here 4 years.

What are these levels anyway?

This is gonna come up a few times so let’s get it cleared up.

L3: New hire, at most a few years out of school. They’re expected to need a fair bit of handholding, and you aren’t even allowed to ask them to bring you coffee anymore, which means that they can waste more time than they save. But the idea is they should eventually graduate and become a…

L4: At this stage it’s expected that I can tell you what to do and you’ll get it done. They won’t take leadership over large projects, but anything in the space of a single person’s work for 2 weeks to a month they should be able to design and implement independently. You can stay an L4 indefinitely if you want to, but most SWEs will aim to make it to an:

L5: Now you’ll be expected to manage larger projects, including being lead developer on significant features or entire projects. You might architect an entire system, not just a minor change. Most developers stay here, but a lot continue to:

L6+: At this stage you need to show you’re something impressive, and the standards get ever higher as you progress further. You might be the point man for designs for an entire team, or own some particularly impressive code or products. There’s rumored to be a lot of politics around this, and some claims that it leads to the whole killed by Google problem because an L7 needs to think of a new product to get promoted so decides that a new social network is just the ticket, then moves onto something else as soon as he’s got the goods. I dunno man, I just work here.

How does the hiring process at Google work?

This is going to focus on the hiring process for software engineers, cause that’s what I know.

Interview Types

Every interview at Google is 45 minutes long. The first 5 minutes are just chit-chat, and the last 10 minutes are an opportunity for the candidate to ask the interviewer some questions, so there’s only 30 minutes that actually matter.

There’s 3 types of interviews an average candidate might face:


	Coding and Algorithms (C&A)

	Googleyness and Leadership (G&L)

	System Design



System design is usually for L5+ candidates, and I don’t do them, so I won’t discuss it. We’ll focus more on the other two later.

The Process

All candidates will speak to a recruiter for 15 minutes just to make sure they exist and are vaguely relevant. They then go through a preliminary interview. This is essentially identical to a C&A interview, except the aim is to check whether it’s worth bringing the candidate back for more interviews, so it’s ok to be a bit less strict - you’re just trying to filter out the no-hopers.

Once that’s done candidates will have a series of interviews. For an L5 candidate that might be 3 C&As, 1 G&L, and one System Design. For an L3, it might be 2 C&As and one G&L. Everyone gets one G&L.

If they pass all of that they’ll need to be allocated to a team. Sometimes candidates will be hired for a specific role, but that’s rare. Usually they’ll be recruited as a generic Googler, then they’ll meet with lots of teams until both agree that it’s a match, and the candidate will get an offer. Anyone who’s passed the initial rounds of interviews is considered to be good enough for Google so these meetings will usually focus on what the team does and what the candidate is interested in, instead of technical questions.

Evaluating the Candidate

Google uses a structured grading rubric. What that means in practice is:


	The interviewer will write up everything that happened in the interview, but the chances are nobody’s ever going to look at that.

	They then rate the candidate from 1 to 4 on a variety of skills - e.g. coding, communication, testing, etc. There’s a detailed description of what each rating means for each skill, and they write up a couple of sentences about why the candidate deserved that rating.

	Finally they rate the candidate anywhere from Strong No Hire to Strong Hire, and give a brief justification for this rating.



The descriptions for each skill depend on the level the candidate is aiming for, so L3s have lower expectations than L5s. You can also optionally rate the candidate for one level above or below their target level, if you think they outperformed your expectations, or that they aren’t good enough for L4 but would be fine as an L3.

The hiring committee is then responsible for looking at the responses from all interviewers and making a decision.

The Coding and Algorithms interview

This is the interview with all the famous Google interview questions. There’s a bank of interview questions, and interviewers are expected to pick one they like, or add their own questions to the bank. Questions are regularly removed if they become too popular on LeetCode or similar.

The interviewer will ask the question, and then the candidate will discuss approaches, before implementing it in a shared UI. The UI offers syntax highlighting but nothing else - no compiler or code suggestions.

Questions tend to be very algorithm heavy - lots will require using binary trees or dynamic programming for example, as well as more obscure data structures like min-heaps. Because most programmers have never used a min-heap in their life, Google recommends candidates bone up on their data structures before their interviews.

I think this is really stupid. If you're interviewing someone with 10 years experience, and recommend they need to study before they take your interview, that means you're clearly interviewing for the wrong skills. Focus on things they would actually have used in their 10 years as a developer!

It also means that the result is much more random than it should be, depending on whether the candidate happened to hit on the right approach in the very limited time available. Also because the candidate needs to spend a lot of time thinking, they have less time to actually write code.

Finally the only data structures a software developer needs to know are arrays and hashmaps. Nested loops go brrr. If you have a performance problem it’s most probably your network calls. If you still have a performance problem, it’s probably something stupid. If your algorithm’s slow, you probably just need to sit and think about it for a while because it doesn’t map to a neat standard algorithm. If it does you can look it up (or ask ChatGPT).

My advice is to instead focus on questions with lots of different approaches, many of which are within reach for a capable programmer in half an hour, but with plenty of edge cases to handle and follow up questions to ask. The question should be the sort of question that might crop up in real life every few months or so. This gives you much more ability to see how the candidate tackles realistic situations, and how they write and structure code.

Let’s give some examples:

BAD

Given an array arr[] and an integer k, where arr[i] denotes the number of pages of a book and k denotes total number of students. All the books need to be allocated to k students in contiguous manner, with each student getting at least one book.

The task is to minimize the maximum number of pages allocated to a student. If it is not possible to allocate books to all students, return -1.

This is the first hard question on https://www.geeksforgeeks.org/google-interview-questions/

Firstly this takes a while just to understand.

Secondly, while I could make up real life scenarios where this might be a relevant problem, it’s just not the sort of thing that comes up in real life. Finally there’s one or two clever solutions, and if you don’t think of them quickly enough you’re shit outta luck.

Thirdly, this question doesn’t distinguish between someone fresh outta college or someone with 20 years experience. All that matters is your comp-sci chops. So how can you use it to distinguish between an L3 and L5?

GOOD

Given a number of filepaths, include as much of the end of each filepath as is necessary to uniquely identify it from all the others. So if you have “home/app/a”, “home/app/b”, and “home/config/a” return “app/a”, “b”, and “config/a”.

This is the sort of thing that comes up in real life. I know it comes up in real life because it happened to me last week. And I know that there’s lots of approaches, it’s full of edge cases, an initial solution can be hacked out in 10 minutes, and handling all the edge cases can take waaaaay longer than you thought. And then your reviewer can tell you it’s not necessary and you wasted your entire morning. And then it turns out it is necessary, and you have to spend an hour trying to find it using unspeakable git commands. Only to eventually pick a different approach.

In short, this is coding in the trenches. How you solve this problem tells me what you can do in real life, not your namby-pamby comp sci degree. Just when you think you’re done I’ll tell you that you also need to support Windows paths, and let's see if you can take that like a manTC!

The Googleyness and Leadership interview

In this interview you’ll be asked 4 to 6 behavioral questions. Things like:


	Have you ever worked on a project which failed? Why? How could you have let it fail? Are you just a pathetic miserable excuse for a human? Why do you even think you’re worthy to look at me, a Googler?

	What would you do if you disagreed with your boss? Yeah right? No you wouldn’t, you would silently nod and take it wouldn’t you? Yes, that’s right, you would.



I have no unresolved trauma from my own interview.

Interviewers and candidates both mutually hate this interview. Recruiters hate me giving this interview, because the candidate tends to give me some sort of answer, I nod and say that sounds reasonable, and then we finish all the questions and sort of stare awkwardly at each other for the remaining 20 minutes. I’ve stopped giving these interviews.

Anyway, I get why these are useful, but I cannot imagine a scenario where I would reject an L3 or L4 as a result of their performance here (except for the weird edge cases like if the guy suggests murdering their boss is the best way to resolve a disagreement), so I think Google should just keep this for L5 plus.

Does the interviewing process work?

Given how much I’ve bad-mouthed the interview process, here’s the point where I should come in with hard cold data and show that results suck, the interview process can’t distinguish good candidates from bad, the L8s are no better than the L3s, etc.

Unfortunately I can’t for two reasons:


	I forgot all about the deadline and rushed this off in half an hour. I don’t have any data.

	The results actually seem to be quite good.



Developers at Google are consistently among the strongest I’ve ever worked with. At previous companies I was always the most talented developer in every team. Now I’m often not. And the levels seem roughly appropriate - when I find out which level a colleague is (it’s hidden by default) I’m rarely surprised.

Why?

I think the biggest factor is that the interviews act as an IQ test. No-one passes Google interview questions if they’re not clever, and no-one passes them if they can’t write code reasonably quickly, so between the two Google ends up with smart developers. Smart developers are good. And since levels are partly decided based on experience, and partly based on how well you did in the interview (i.e. how smart you are), and smart people make good use of experience, the levels end up about right too. Plus the system design interview helps filter out poor candidates from L5+.

Secondly Google has a huge pool of talented candidates, and candidates are prepared to put in work preparing for a Google interview. So it doesn’t matter if they miss lots of good hires, or put off people by telling them they need to practice LeetCode for a month before they interview, they’ll still get plenty of good catches. This would work a lot less well at a no-name startup or at Walmart.

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

So, what would I recommend Google keep about their hiring process, and what would I recommend they change?

The Good


	Structured interviews with clear rubrics

	A separate hiring committee that sees all feedback and makes a decision

	Feedback is anonymised and doesn’t include e.g. gender or other identifying characteristics

	Hiring for generic roles instead of a specific position. Microsoft style team specific hiring is silly.

	Allowing candidates to use any programming language. Good developers can pick up a language in a month, Google isn’t in a rush.

	One preliminary interview, with a larger number of followup interviews.

	The shared UI is good, including the fact it doesn’t have a compiler - this forces interviewer and candidate to focus more on high level, and less on minutiae of syntax.

	Having an actual coding interview is crucial. So many candidates with incredibly impressive resumes are basically incapable of writing code.

	Consistent interviewing standards across the company means there’s no barrier to moving between teams.

	The systems design interview is generally good.

	Once a candidate has been accepted or rejected, interviewers get to see what other interviewers thought. This is a good way to check you’re calibrated.



The Bad


	Asking questions which are too algorithm heavy, instead of real life questions.

	The Googleyness and Leadership interview causes a lot of misery, for very little signal.

	The feedback process can be very slow, with candidates occasionally waiting months to receive an offer.

	Software developers frequently give G&L interviews to hardware engineers. This usually goes terribly.



The Ugly


	Telling candidates they need to practise for weeks before their interview is crazy. Ban any mention of a min-heap, a binary-tree, or dynamic programming from the question bank.

	Of the last 50 people I’ve interviewed, only 4 received offers.



What about AI?

This doesn’t really have anything to do with Google, but is a general problem. How do you spot AI cheaters?

Firstly - how do LLMs perform in a Google interview?

Well. Very well. Gemini 2.5-pro or O3 can easily one shot the interview question I usually use (and no, I’m not telling it to you). They also perform well, but not perfectly in the followups. They’d easily get hired as an L5.

But either I’m naive, or nobody has ever tried cheating in an interview with me. Candidates almost never write code in a linear fashion. They do it in stops and spurts, refining things as they go, writing one bit, then going backwards to write another. LLMs just give you the whole solution in one shot. I imagine you’d have to be a very talented actor to see that solution, then implement it as if you were doing so from scratch. So for now at least, it doesn’t seem like AI cheating is a huge problem - yet.

Wrapping Up

I’ve given you all my beef with the Google interview process, and admitted that at the end of the day, it seems to work. I have a couple of pieces of advice, but I can’t really justify them listening to me.

Overall, I’d give it an A-minus.

But hopefully, if you are a recruiter or interview at Google or any other company, I’ve given you a little bit to think about.




Grave of the Fireflies

Nothing is too tragic to fail

Spoilers about the 90 minute Studio Ghibli animated movie: Grave of the Fireflies. I think the movie loses no quality from being spoiled, this reading is likely better appreciated by those who've seen it. The movie can be viewed on popular streaming platforms.



Grave of the Fireflies is a profoundly sad movie about two Japanese siblings failing to stay alive amidst the resource scarcity at the end of the second world war.

Seita and Setsuko

It is a story about the cruelty of disempowerment. Seita, the protagonist, a boy of 14 years old, becomes the sole guardian of his 4yo sister Setsuko after they've lost their house and mother from US firebombings. Their father, a marine, never writes back. They find temporary shelter at their aunt's, but she succumbs to the pressure of feeding two additional mouths and takes that out on them. The siblings leave with everything they have and settle into a nearby abandoned bomb shelter. There, attrition slowly takes them. At first they can live off the savings their mother left them, then Seita resorts to begging, then stealing and then Setsuko starves to death. Seita leaves with the ashes of his sister for the city and meets the same fate some weeks later.

I had watched the movie with my mother, and I felt by social convention the strong pull to put a positive spin to it and found none.

Seita got dealt a very bad hand, maliciously bad, since Seita could not know his effort was in vain in advance or even afterwards. He exhausted his life — his young brain and body, his public reputation, his mother's savings — for giving a future to his young sister — his responsibility and his love — and it was not enough.

She did not die an immediate death, nor one over the span of a few days like his mother, but a slow death over the span of weeks that he was in a all-encompassing, losing fight against, one he could see going wrong gradually but never really know he'd lose until past her last moment.

He was never given certainty. He was too new to this world to know his options (he has family in Tokyo, but does not know their address) and his source of knowledge, his mother, is taken from him by US bomber pilots [1]; he could never know whether he could retain his sister and afterwards he cannot know whether he could not have done anything different; he only learns at the end that his father, his primary hope for restarting a life, has died long ago.

He doesn't tell his sister about their mom's passing and we see him cry for the first time when he learns that his aunt told her. It seems that somewhere in him, he chose not to accept, to know that his mom, childhood and possibly their futures, were gone.

This all is heartbreaking to me.

Me

It felt wrong for me to do anything else for a while after the movie, and that night I dreamed of being responsible for a young sister who continually clung to my chest. She did not die in my dreams, but I did fail to win some train coach ventilation design contest for her, because the contest took place at a different station than the one I got my friends to drive me to.

My brain makes silly little mistakes, like misremembering the place I need to be, that have real consequences. The mistakes are so silly that I cannot seriously consider them to be part of me, yet so persistent that I sometimes fear I cannot rid myself of them. Our world is so tumultuous and rapidly changing that I desperately need competency. Existential risks are popping up like buboes and I have never tackled those before, or know what I can do about them. Even on smaller scales I do not know whether my loved ones suddenly collapse due to spontaneous biological defects or lose their livelihoods due to sudden automation. I do not know whether I should slow down or quicken, burn my resources or build them, whether any of this is knowable, or salvageable, or not.

And AI

Nearly all people I know, blind themselves against the possibility that they are utterly disempowered.

In AI discourse for example, there must be a positive spin: superintelligence cannot arrive in 2027, alignment must be possible and attained before then, we will collectively pause AI development before then, not literally everyone will die but if we do, it is because of misuse, not because we fail a coordination problem that is magnitudes harder than anything we've faced before; but if it is, it happens because that is right, we deserve it; otherwise there must be a good afterlife, or we're in solipsistic simulations, or we'll be reincarnated, or we'll mostly only exist by logic of anthropics magic in surviving timelines (that last one sometimes is my choice of escapism).

It cannot be otherwise. There cannot be such a true, giant tragedy we fail to prevent. It just absolutely cannot be and it must be a character defect to think there will be one [2].

Perversely, but at this point I'm speculating [3], I think this flinching from true tragedy fuels it. Because our disempowerment can be so heinously cruel, we need to progress as fast as is physically possible. We don't consider the downsides because those are so bad that they cannot be looked at, it is unethical to ask us. Extinction is too tragic to happen: let us focus on more tolerable inconveniences instead [4].

The movie is based on a semi-autobiographical short story of the same name by Akiyuki Nosaka. Tragedy sometimes happens.[5]
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Notes


[1]

It is salient to me that the tragedy is not from force of nature, nor by detailed human intent. Setsuko and Seita were a rounding error in the US's plan to win the war in part by means of plausibly-ineffective firebombing. The US is barely an agent from Seita's perspective. The side-effects of the army's plan wreak a catastrophe it doesn't quite know how to, and care to, and can prevent. (Genocide does happen in reality. I don't know about the degree of genocidal intent in this instance. Feel free to elaborate on this, just mind that the magnitude of the tragedy is no argument in and of itself.)



[2]

Let me be specific: part of the tragedy in the movie is that Seita does not know whether he can do anything. I too am not resigned, that's not a rest we are granted. We must try.



[3]

And also, I am trying to find meaning from this tragedy. A concerted effort to find a positive spin.



[4]

I hope it is clear I think these, and the list of statements in the previous paragraph are fallacious.



[5]

That's the end. This movie, short story and the real world events could definitely fill far more pages and stay interesting throughout. I might do that if I think I can gain more from that, but for now I do not know that that is my most dignified course of action. If I learn this review prevented someone else from doing a review on this because I already did it, I will regret having shared this.






How many Super Mario games are there NOW?

I don’t actually expect to have the weirdest review subject in the contest, but I’d like to be in the runners up.

Mitch Halley runs a YouTube channel formerly called Conlang Critic. I assume if you’ve heard of him before, it would be from his series of the same name, in which he ranks and reviews artificially made languages from Esperanto to Dothraki. He eventually changed the channel’s name to jan misali (which is a translation of Mitch into Toki Pona, his favorite constructed language), to reflect the increasingly eclectic nature of his content. I’ll be calling him jan Misali, or Misali for short. One strain of videos would see him attempt to categorize which Super Mario games were “mainline” and which were not, and our subject today is the magnum opus of this project. how many Super Mario games are there NOW? is a two hour long extravaganza, centered on a survey taken by thousands of people over a period of several months, and covering just about every game in the Mario series. The survey took several hours to complete even in a single sitting, which I can personally attest to. I’m going to do my best to make this review digestible even for readers who haven’t seen the video or have a staggering level of Mario knowledge, but you may want to watch it before or after in case I fail at this lofty goal. If you’re understandably unsure of whether to commit two hours to this topic, jan Misali's inaugural video on the topic how many Super Mario games are there? is around 45 minutes, features a shorter survey, and covers a much more constrained set of games in detail, so you may want to start with that.

The video itself waits for around an hour to ask the question

Why does anyone care?

But since I don’t have the luxury of having built an audience partially answering this question, I think I should adress it now. Why should you consider this topic interesting enough to read about, even if you’re not a big Mario or games person? In my view, the categorization and fan debates surrounding media are legitimately important for how art gets remembered and culturally preserved. What Star Wars films and series should enjoy the franchise’s full pedigree is a question that has defined public response to billion dollar creative projects. Comic book runs from decades ago are fondly remembered or largely forgotten based on the opinions of hyper opinionated fan tastemakers. Simply put: these kinds or arguments matter in the cultural space. Nintendo is certainly to gaming what the Jedi’s corporate overlords Disney are to films, so it’s no stretch to imagine that the debates surrounding the big N’s biggest franchise today will shape the cultural impact of these hugely popular games for decades to come (assuming, of course, that humanity has several decades left to live). If the Gameboy’s Super Mario Land is either considered on par with the all time classic Super Mario Bros. or dismissed as a dusty relic depending on the canon established today, at least you can say you were in on the ground floor.

jan Misali has structured his quest on the idea of a mainline Mario game, or “Super Mario” game for short. If you’re unfamiliar, this division between mainline and spinoff games is widely accepted within Mario and wider gaming fandom. “Super Mario” games are generally thought of as the games where the most stereotypically Mario things take place. If you’re clearing platforming challenges to beat a gross monster and rescue a princess, you’re probably playing a Super Mario game. If Mario and friends are doing something else, like driving go carts, playing tennis, or using RPG battle mechanics, you’re probably playing a Mario spinoff. Misali’s survey took (almost) every Mario video game ever released and asked its participants if they were mainline, spinoffs, or not Mario games at all. He also asks whether a game is a “distinct entry” in the Super Mario series, in order to account for the many, many rereleases of Mario games over time.
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Source: An example slide from the survey asking both questions about a chosen game. “Non-canon” did not end up being used to classify games very often, so I’m mostly ignoring it for the purpose of this analysis.

After tallying the votes:

The way I’ve decided to count it is that if someone counts a game as part of the series, then they probably will have said  it’s a “mainline Super Mario game” for the question that asks them to categorize it, and “yes” to the question that asks if it’s a distinct entry in the Super Mario series. So, their personal list of games should be the set of games where they answered in that specific way to both questions.

Games with 80% or more respondents answering in this way from the most popular individual list of mainline Super Mario games. Overall, I think this is a fairly logical way to design a survey answering this question. Its sheer breadth obviously selects for people passionate enough about the Mario series to devote the time and energy to complete it (a fact Misali readily acknowledges), but given that the target audience who would be heavily interested in this sort of question are likely to be Mario nerds as well, this doesn’t seem like a massive deal. The list of games that cross this threshold also seem fairly reasonable from the perspective of someone like me, with a lot of familiarity with the series. More or less all of the 2D and 3D platformers starring Mario are included on this list, with a notable edge case I’ll adress later.
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Probably the most contentious individual point to make is about how Misali interprets the data. His purported reason for starting this video series is that there is “no consensus” on what Mario games count as mainline, and that this lack of consensus is interesting. He’s certainly correct that Nintendo doesn’t have an internally consistent list of Super Mario games (any official lists usually don’t claim to be comprehensive and vary by region), and that content creators invoking the concept of the “Super Mario series” use it to describe varying sets of games. The inclusion rate of games outside of this set of 19, however, falls off dramatically. The 20th most included game has a rate of under 50%, with the 19th game boasting over 80%! Misali’s chief defense is that

[a]lmost everyone who took the survey disagrees with this list in some way. They either think this list is incomplete, or some of these games shouldn’t count, or they’re just unsure about some of these.

Indeed, the percentage of people who selected the consensus list exactly is around 5%. That being said, this means the conceit of the video more or less depends on what your personal bar for consensus is, especially considering that many more respondent lists were certainly very similar to the most common one. Thankfully, Misali doesn’t belabor this point too much and quickly moves on to other aspects of the titular question that don’t require you to accept his consensus thesis.

A more personal problem for me, but not something Misali can be argued to be objectively wrong about, is how he decided to classify certain games. There’s no way to quickly give this context, so bear with me for a moment. Super Mario 3D World is (almost certainly according to Misali’s survey takers) a mainline Mario game originally released for the Wii U, a previous generation Nintendo console. It was later rereleased for the Nintendo Switch, but including a new side game, Bowser’s Fury.
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Boxart of Super Mario 3D World + Bowser’s Fury, illustrating the divided nature of the two games.

While Bowser’s Fury borrows assets from 3D World, and a handful of game mechanics, it’s essentially a completely different game. 3D World sees Bowser kidnap a group of fairy princesses, who Mario and friends rescue in a linear, level based game. Bowser’s Fury sees Mario transported to a mysterious island chain where he allies with Bowser’s son to free him from a curse that twists him into a giant, unthinking beast. This island chain is completely open, with objectives completed however and whenever the player wishes. The controversy stems from the fact that Bowser’s Fury was only ever sold as part of 3D World’s rerelease, despite the fact that the games operate totally separately from each other. This makes it perhaps the most divisive game in this wider discussion, and a question Misali certainly should’ve answered.

Only, he didn’t. Because Bowser’s Fury technically never had an independent release, he only included the combination pack you saw above, without Bowser’s Fury as its own option.

I spent a very long time thinking over… what the best way to ask about  Bowser’s Fury would have been, until finally in 2023 with the new survey, I still didn’t have the answer. So I just, didn’t include Bowser’s Fury.

I could have made special  categories for just Bowser’s Fury, but I could not justify to myself doing that  for Bowser’s Fury without doing the same thing for every single other game included as a  side mode or subgame of some other release. And that’s a problem, because if I asked people to classify every single WarioWare microgame, nobody would ever complete the survey.

Now, in the interest of fairness, I can see where he was coming from. I’m just personally opposed to this conception of fairness as the most important principle for this survey. Misali’s goal was to get actual figures on what people thought about these games, and Bowser’s Fury is one of the most spirited debate topics in that context. It was more important, in my view, to get answers on this question than to be absolutely fair to the likes of Donkey Kong Jr. + Sansū Lesson.
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Yes, this is real.

I’m definitely biased on this question, since I’m strongly of the opinion that Bowser’s Fury should be classified as a mainline Mario game regardless of 3D World, so if you have a different conception on how surveys like these should be structured you may not have sympathy for this critique. But in my defense, when will I realistically get a chance to talk about this again?

I feel that I’ve brought you through the weeds enough on Bowser’s Fury, so I won’t get too into detail on how Misali goes on to meticulously pick apart the various schemes people have used throughout the years to try categorizing these games in a more “objective” way. He adopts a frame of using his two other chief interests, linguistics and mathematics, to introduce alternative sorting methods. He even castigates an old Game Theory video. The video is dripping with his personal charm and manages to turn what could be a cold and impersonal seeming topic into another labor of love. If what I’ve said so far managed to pique your interest, I don’t think you’ll regret taking the dive if you have the hours to spare.

Given the nature of a review contest about any non book thing, I think it’s acceptable to leave some surprises. I’m not robbing you of content, it’s not as though you need to pay to access Misali’s magnum opus. Instead, I’ve decided to just let you in on the process. Do you want to see everywhere it leads?

“Mountaintop,” Rude Tales of Magic

Where the sacred collides with the profane


I’m going to become the concept of, like, mouth and hunger. And I’m going to meet the nachos and try to become a perfectly complementary, platonic ideal to the nachos, that meets and reveals the falseness of duality and the truth of oneness.

-Kreedus (Brennan Lee Mulligan), “Mountaintop,” Rude Tales of Magic



In this pandemonium of a podcast, absurdity and irreverence open a door to surprising sincerity—and, occasionally, spiritual depth.

Some Brief Context

Like all Dungeons and Dragons campaigns, Rude Tales of Magic involves a ragtag band of assorted creatures bumbling their way through a magical world. In this case, that world is Cordelia—a realm where the rules are bent, broken, or laughed at entirely. Our heroes meet at Polaris University, named after the city and its patron deity: Polaris—the god of going to the bathroom. Then, one day, after a strange sorority ritual gone wrong, the school disappears. Everyone and everything is gone, except for five students. And the only thing left to do… is quest.

This episode in particular centres Albee Dawn (played by Carly Monardo): a loveable, punky, driven faun determined to become a Monk of the Four Elements. Her path—both literal and emotional—takes center stage in this episode. She is accompanied by her friends:


	
Cordelia Sasquatch (played by Ali Fisher): A self-assured, jean-jacket-wearing sasquatch who took the name of the land as her own.



	
Frederick de Bonesby (played by Christopher Hastings): A once-human noble-turned-fancy-wig-wearing-skeleton by way of a botched lich ritual.



	
Stir Fry (played delightfully by Tim Platt): A hyperactive Kenku chef who was granted the ability to speak by de Bonesby, and has been overcompensating ever since.



	
Bellow Gorramael (played by Joe Lepore): A hot, blue, druid tiefling with “psychotically chill” vibes.



	
And the Game Master, Branson Reese, whose voice and and narration is just exciting enough without being overstimulating to me, and who performs an impressive array of characters throughout the course of the show.





So—quest. Naturally, unhinged improvisation coincides with meandering paths and shenanigans as the group traverses the Teenage Woods and what lies beyond. This show is, at turns, hilarious, horrifying, and every now and then—against all logic—profound. What happens is fairly typical. There’s some owlbears and bearowls. Attempting to potty-train a ratman in exchange for answers. A reunion with a brother. The murder of a brother. A Kebin—a “stupid as fuck” yet horrifying monster made up of mutilated body parts and flesh who can turn anything inside out.

There’s a decadent crimelord toad man by the name of Scrum Fabulous. A witch hunter. A rescue from said witch hunter by Danny Timeshare, the god of vacation.  Danny offers to transport the group anywhere they want to go, and they agree to be transported to the location of Kreedis, the legendary monk whom Albee has always dreamed of meeting—setting the stage for the events of “Mountaintop.”

“Mountaintop (with special guest star Brennan Lee Mulligan)”

“Mountaintop” is the thirteenth episode of Rude Tales of Magic. The gang have just been planeshifted from the realm of the vacation god to the foot of a mountain in a place called The Trashlands—the location of Kreedis.

The first half of the episode follows the gang as they try to scale the mountain and deal with a boulder-shaped golem blocking the path, along with a giant neon sign that reads: 'LEAVE.'

Albee, in true determined-faun fashion, does some surprisingly graceful parkour.

Of course, everyone almost dies repeatedly, but luckily they are saved by the unlikeliest of creatures—a sentient cloud named Fractus who inexplicably has the voice of Peter Griffin from Family Guy. He’s the creation—and companion—of Kreedis, who lives in splendidly depressed, high-as-a-kite isolation at the top of the mountain.

I would imagine Albee was expecting someone Gandalfian, or at least Yoda-esque. Instead, she gets… a cranky, robe-clad, middle-aged faun who eats fake frittatas and deeply resents having company.

They say don’t meet your heroes—”they” being mostly heroes, because that’s a lot of expectations to put on a person.

Kreedis, it turns out, really does not want to be met. So much so that he’s secluded himself on a magical mountain guarded by a big rock monster and a giant sign telling visitors to kindly fuck off.

So understandably, he is a little pissed when a bizarre looking group appear at the top of his mountain, one of whom immediately starts fangirling over him, and excitedly announces that they have passed his “trials.”

The first words he says to them?

“Are you in my mind?”

Off to a great start.

Kreedis (voiced with beautiful, weary apathy, and  just the right degree of dry sass) by guest Brennan Lee Mulligan) is a deeply disillusioned, “spent as hell” monk who’s reached enlightenment and found mostly... despair. He doesn’t want disciples. He didn’t ask to be an icon. He mostly wants to be left alone to vibe and get high with his cloud buddy. Did we mention he has a neon sign that literally says “LEAVE?”

Albee does not leave, and is thus in for a rude awakening that shatters her long-held expectations. Kreedis berates her for breaking into his home and criticizes her hero worship of him—along with her beloved book on Kreedis that he didn’t write and gets no royalties from.

The group gives Kreedis a basic run-down of their adventures that led them here.  It turns out that Kreedis also does not remember their university, but remembers having remembered, since he has achieved a complete state of nirvana (said with just the slightest valley girl accent).

Somehow placated, Kreedis offers them a deal: if Albee can achieve nirvana by nightfall, he'll let her and her friends go. Each of them is granted a 'wish,' while orbiting the emotional gravity of Albee's spiritual reckoning.

Stirfry gets obliterated on Fractus’ “fuck-up gas,” so overcome with joy that he bursts into “Hey, Soul Sister.”

De Bonesby chills out in his dream library.

Cordelia and Bellow enjoy some infinite self-replicating nachos—each bite spawning three more, like some cheesy hydra.

Finally, Kreedis turns to Albee. No more jokes, no more trials. Just the question—

“So… what do you want?'"

Zen Buddhist Principles

Kreedis’ teachings are steeped in Zen Buddhist philosophy, drawing heavily from its core concepts while twisting them through brilliant writing, narration, and masterful improv. Familiar ideas become uncanny, hilarious, and newly profound—delivered in a way that somehow makes them hit even harder.

If you’re interested in listening to part of the episode but don’t have the energy for the whole thing, you could start from this point—1:04:40—give or take. It’s the meat of the episode, where all the deep shit happens.

There are so many quotable lines in this stretch that I was tempted to break it all down moment by moment. But for clarity’s sake, I’ve grouped things around three core Zen teachings Kreedis imparts to Albee: ego dissolution, direct perception, and interconnectedness.

Koan

In Zen Buddhism, a koan is a paradoxical riddle or story meant to bypass rational thought and awaken intuitive insight. It’s not something you “solve”—it’s something that unsettles the logical mind and stirs something deeper. One example of a well-known koan: “Two hands clap and there is a sound. What is the sound of one hand?”

When Kreedis asks Albee, “What do you want?” it sounds like a simple question. But in the context of a stoned monk speaking from the belly of a D&D campaign, addressing a desperate faun with a spiritual ache—it transforms. It becomes a mirror, a trap, a key.

Dissolution of the ego

What does Albee want? Her answer is simple: her brother back. “ Everything back to the way it was—before we messed up.”

But Kreedis has no patience for spiritual nostalgia or wishful thinking.


When I look at you, I see a person completely gripped by their wants, by their attachments, love; I see someone who is in a constant state of panic, both at insecurities of the self, and also at the state of the world and how other people are depending on them (‘but—’); a rolling ball of fear, attachment, and desire.



“But… that’s everything about me,” protests Albee. All Kreedis says to that is “okay.” Not a judgement. Not a condemnation or compliment. It just is.

He isn’t giving her friends a hard time because none of them are monks. This isn’t their path. This is Albee’s, and her obsession with her path is fucking up the path. It’s preventing her from accessing her deeper strength, which lies, Kreedis reminds her, in her “ability to emphasize the importance of everything outside of [her] own ego.”

“Do you understand that it’s possible to be a very caring person, and still be totally ego-driven? Kreedis asks. “You’re obsessed with your journey, all of your friends are here to support your story, and even though you’re very nice to them, it’s still about you.”

As Kreedis dissects her ego, her need for control, her desire to be “good,” he underscores a central tenet of the show: personal transformation rarely comes from someone handing you the answers. It comes from letting go of the very questions you’ve been clinging to. That leads us to another core teaching introduced.

Mindfulness and observing the world as it truly is


I’m giving you these riddles to solve because they’re worth solving, but I’ll state it plainly as well. Your inner monologue is distracting you from your ability to actively observe. There is a direct correlation between your ability to perceive and intuit the nature of reality and the strength of your key. (Kreedus, “Mountaintop,” Rude Tales of Magic)



At one point, Kreedis poses a thought experiment: what if her brother’s life—and death—weren’t real?

Albee can only respond with uncertainty. “I don’t know what it means. I just know he was here… and now he’s not.”

“There is an implied assumption that is the most dangerous thing I can imagine,” Kreedis tells her. One “so deep that I don’t think you noticed it…”

The assumption: that things are supposed to mean anything.

_“_Well, if nothing means anything, then what’s the point of doing anything?” asks Albee.

Kreedis instructs her to say that sentence 1,000 times while he gets nachos.

He returns: “Cool, that was about thirteen times before you started having a full conversation with yourself.”

And then, he points out another assumption she has just made: “that something has to be right to do.”

Meanwhile, the rest of the gang checks in—Cordelia and Bellow, surrounded by an increasingly absurd mountain of nachos, assume Albee must be crushing it.

Bellow: The thing is, Albee’s like a really good student, so like naturally she’s gonna, like, do well here.

Cordelia [agrees, through a mouthful of nachos]: She’s gonna kick ass.

We cut back to Kreedis and Albee.

Kreedis: The worst thing you can be is a good student.

This episode is a clear critique—of perfectionism, of moral performance, of educational systems that reward compliance over actual awakening. It reminds us that true realization doesn’t come from a classroom or from mimicking someone else’s journey. It comes from direct, often uncomfortable experience.

Kreedis points out that the one thing great monks have in common is a journey that led to “a deep realization about the fundamental truth of the universe. To have a deep realization, you need to quiet the voice of your own inner monologue and truly receive the universe as it is. In none of those cases were those monks at a class being taught by another monk.”

He’s challenging the whole premise of spiritual authority and inherited wisdom. The episode even nods to the old Zen koan: If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him.

Kreedis takes that concept further, folding himself into the contradiction.

“If you meet Kreedis on the road, you have to kill him. Do you get what I’m saying?”

Albee, confused:

“Do you want me to kill you?”

Kreedis, without hesitation:


I wanna be dead. But what I’m saying is, your hero worship is holding you back. There is nobody who found anything meaningful out from someone else’s journey. Your journey is what is teaching you.



This moment is raw and complicated. Kreedis isn’t trying to guide Albee to a specific answer—he’s trying to shake her out of the belief that answers come from outside herself. He’s asking her to stop narrating her own growth, to stop grading herself, and instead, perceive.

“What would happen to you if you were able to quiet the voices of self-congratulation and self-criticism in your own head, and just perceive the world?”

It’s not about achieving peace or enlightenment—it’s about seeing things clearly, without the noise. He tasks her with meditating. Not to become calm or good or even powerful, but to simply become present.

Of course, this comes at the worst possible time. The nachos—which started as a bit of absurd comic relief—are now becoming a genuine threat. Cordelia and Bellow are getting overwhelmed, DeBonesby and Stirfry aren’t far behind. But even amidst the chaos, Albee tries to follow Kreedis’s instruction.

Her first attempts at meditation fail spectacularly. She can’t stop overthinking. She gets in her own way. At one point, Kreedis notes, not entirely unkindly, that “people at a strip mall yoga center can meditate.”

It’s not meant as a dig, exactly—it’s just another attempt to get her to stop overcomplicating what is, at its heart, a simple act of presence.

Eventually, he returns to her, pushing a little further. The nacho situation is escalating, and Albee is distracted—her desire to help her friends pulls her focus. Still, she tries again.

Then he says it:

“Your friends aren’t real, and neither are you.”

Not to be cruel, but to force her to confront the absurdity of her reality—and to remind her that everything she's clinging to, including her own self-concept, is fluid.

“It is important for you to grapple with the absurdity of that.”

This is the turning point.

Kreedis: You can walk away from nirvana. Most people do.

Albee: I mean, it doesn’t seem to have brought you anything but more pain.

Kreedis: This reality is pain, yeah absolutely.

The scene continues to cut back and forth between Albee’s internal unraveling and the external absurdity of the nachos threatening to engulf her friends. It’s a surreal juxtaposition: cosmic truth and food-based apocalypse. But it works.

Kreedis delivers another teaching:


The power that will come from you accepting the world as it is, is a power that can unlock every star in the universe. The acceptance of the things that are beyond your control is the path to self-control, and the self and the universe are one and the same. Accept doesn’t mean endorse. Accept doesn’t mean admire. Accept doesn’t mean approve. It just means accept.



And here, finally, Albee lets go.

Interconnectedness

She imagines her body melting into the lake. Not metaphorically—literally. She becomes the water, the foam, the surface tension, the air. It’s not peaceful. It’s vast. It’s real.

“Don’t go back,” Kreedis tells her. “Keep going. Become more than the lake… what else can you become?

And she does. She becomes awareness itself. Not to escape, but to witness. To act.

This isn’t a triumph. It’s not a level-up. It’s a breakthrough—because it isn’t about control. Or achievement. It’s about connection. About finally being able to perceive the world, and act from a place of radical presence.

It is while she’s in this state that Kreedis tells her “the most important instruction [she] will ever receive as a monk. Become the nachos."


For a moment—you can come back to your ego later. Trust me. It will always be there waiting for you, no matter how much you learn. Leave your ego for a moment, and try to understand what it is the nachos want, with no regard for your friends. (Kreedis, “Mountaintop,” Rude Tales of Magic)



Albee: … Someone has to eat all these nachos.

Kreedis: That’s right. That’s right, yes.

Albee: There’s too many nachos. (‘You’re doing it.’) Someone has to eat us. Someone has to eat all of the nachos.

Kreedis: There’s more and more of them, and they just want someone to eat them.

Albee: We just wanna be eaten.

Kreedis: WE JUST WANT- THAT’S RIGHT. THERE IS NO BARRIER BETWEEN YOU AND THE NACHOS.

Albee: SOMEONE EAT US.

[lightning strikes]

And here, we come to the epigraph:

“I’m going to become the concept of, like, mouth and hunger. And, I’m going to meet the nachos and try to become a perfectly complementary, platonic ideal to the nachos, that meets and reveals the falseness of duality and the truth of oneness.”

[beat]

DM: The… yeah, of course,  uhhh… you… but yeah, I was gonna say the same thing.

Albee’s Enlightenment

It all starts with a simple, absurd truth:

“Against the vastness of all the cosmos, it doesn’t matter.”

The weight of the statement hangs in the air—the notion that, in the grand scheme of things, none of this really matters. And then, as though to balance that weight, Kreedis sharpens the focus:

“But the desires of the nachos to crush your friends also doesn’t matter.”

There it is. The cosmic perspective and the chaotic urgency of the nacho crisis. Both are meaningless in the end, a paradox that demands contemplation. And Kreedis, in his strange wisdom, presses this point home:

Kreedis: And when you move through the world with the understanding of that truth, you can accomplish your goals; you can be the hero you want to be; and you will be at one with the universe because those heroic desire will rest in a heart that truly understands that those desires…

Albee: ... mean nothing.

Kreedis fist pumps so hard (that the author imagine his fist crashes through into another dimension.)

_Kreedis: “_It doesn’t matter. And it doesn’t matter that it doesn’t matter, and so you can fucking go ham as hard as you want, and do the things you want...”

This is the freedom Kreedis is trying to communicate: total release. Once you stop giving meaning to things that are beyond your control, you can act with all the intensity and joy you desire—because your desires are no longer weighed down by the fear of making them “matter.”

But Kreedis doesn’t stop there. He asks Albee to go deeper, to “become a conduit for what [she] perceive[s] as being the movement of the universe. Try to allow something to act through you, rather than acting for yourself.”

It is a call to surrender, a push to let go of the self entirely. Albee tries, and in that space, she imagines herself and Kreedis becoming one. His experiences pass through her—his childhood, his monkhood, the weight of his choices. And the moment of realization comes:

She feels it—the guilt, the pain, the failure. She feels his life, both the destruction and the strange solace he found in it. But it’s more than just the memory of a life—it’s the physical weight of all of it.

All at once, she’s enveloped in it:


The drinking, the drugging, the high-profile interviews… the shame, the seclusion—all deliberate choices made to numb the pain and the guilt of having destroyed an entire peninsula of living souls minding their own business. (Game Master, “Mountaintop,” Rude Tales of Magic)



She feels it all. The joy in the power. The crushing realization of consequence. The burden of it all. It becomes a kind of plan—slowly forming, aimless, yet deliberate.


The grim skeleton of a plan begins to form and amble about. Become nothing. Albee feels musculature and a nervous system begin to form around the plan. Destroy the path behind me, so that nobody may follow where I go… I can never again have my hands on the wheel. I am a vehicle I never learned to drive. (Game Master, “Mountaintop”)



She’s experiencing the full scope of what it means to have lived a life of both overwhelming power and destructive isolation. Every toxin Kreedis has ever consumed, every failure, every moment of confusion, and every ounce of shame is now coursing through her, too.


You feel every single toxin that he has ever pumped through his bloodstream voluntarily. You feel sixty-plus years of failure and disappointment and weight and… just absolute existential… death. You feel it. You feel the guilt. You feel the power. You feel the excitement at the power. You feel the shame that comes along with it. You feel the confusion. You feel the anger, you feel the acceptance…” (Game Master, “Mountaintop”)



The magnitude of it nearly overwhelms her, but Albee realizes,

“I don’t need to have that much power.”

Kreedis’ voice echoes, softer now, but still present, like a challenge she can’t avoid:

“Why?”

Albee’s response is rooted in the hard-won understanding that power, unchecked, leads nowhere. It’s empty.

“It doesn’t bring anything but destruction. It doesn’t help anybody.”

Kreedis nods, as if acknowledging the weight of her words.

“... You’re right. But there’s another answer to that question too. You don’t need that much because you don’t need anything. You don’t even need to be here.”

This is the core of it: nothing matters. Not even existence itself. If you can accept that, you can free yourself from the chains of striving. The truth isn’t about what you want or what you need—it’s about realizing you don’t need anything to begin with.

In a sudden surge, Albee is transported back to her childhood home. She finds the book on Kreedis she once revered, and she rips it in half. It’s an act of rebellion against the very idea of hero worship, an acknowledgment that the answers she’s been searching for were never meant to come from anyone else.

Her eyes open, and she’s back on the mountain with Kreedis. Her friends, all safe now, are no longer in danger of being crushed by the nachos. She bows deeply to Kreedis—a gesture of respect, but also of finality.

“Thank you.”

In that moment, everything clicks into place for Albee. The power she’s been grappling with, the truth Kreedis has tried to impart, all of it finally coalesces within her. There’s no hesitation, no conflict. She knows exactly what she must do. With a quiet, determined breath, she summons the fist of unbroken air. The gesture is decisive—clear and final, a symbol of both release and completion.

The spell hits Kreedis with a tremendous impact. His body bucks and jerks violently, before he’s slammed back into a rock, the force of the blow leaving him crumpled at its base.

Kreedis offers a final acknowledgment, the smallest of gifts—a quiet, fleeting recognition of her growth. His last words, almost an afterthought but with the weight of a mentor’s approval, slip from his lips:

“Good.”

It’s not a judgment, not an accolade. It’s just a quiet recognition, an acknowledgment that in this moment, she has done what was needed.

And then, he dies. Not with drama, not with grief—just a serene acceptance. The lesson has been learned, and in that silent moment, everything has come full circle.

Further Commentary

The whole episode is bursting with thematic layers and emotional resonance—not just through the central koan of Albee and Kreedis, but in all these glancing moments, side conversations, throwaway lines that hit like freight trains. It’s not off-topic; it’s textured. The group defending Albee like it’s school—but Kreedis is playing a different game. You can’t earn spiritual insight through grades or loyalty. In fact, trying to “protect” someone from discomfort might be the very thing that halts their growth. As Kreedis tells Albee, “You can walk away from nirvana—most people do,” reframing spiritual awakening as an option, not an obligation. A moment you can reject. That ties into everything—free will, avoidance, even comedic timing.

There’s the idea of parasocial spirituality—being obsessed with a teacher you’ve never met, almost more so than the actual teaching

There’s the absurdity of sacred—the nachos, the snark, the meta-humor, the outbursts of “Hey, Soul Sister” all sneaking in bits of truth.

The episode is a masterclass in comedic tension: razor-sharp improvisation balanced against surprisingly profound existential exploration. Albee’s deep yearning—for meaning, for guidance, for her lost brother—is laid bare against Kreedis’s cool detachment. His teachings are both completely valid and completely exasperating: “Your friends aren’t real. Neither are you.” “There is no meaning. That’s the most dangerous assumption you’re making.” “The worst thing you can be is a good student.

He also, somewhat surprisingly, cares. Not in the warm mentor way that Albee craved or thought she needed, but in an honest, if brutal, way—it’s a burned-out monk genuinely wanting to spark

“Mountaintop” has a harmonic blend of the crass and heartfelt, moving from stoner humor to deep philosophy and back, effortlessly and without warning. Brennan Lee Mulligan and Carly Monardo are both so so good with their performance and improv, not to mention Branson Reese’ narration. It demonstrates the art of taking yourself seriously and simultaneously not taking yourself seriously at all. It has a similar poetic hilarity to the movie Everything Everywhere All At Once, with both merging the stupid and the sacred in a bizarre yet unexpectedly delicious smoothie. They both show how absurdity can open the door for sincerity—and maybe even enlightenment.

And both pieces of art embrace the expansiveness of the realization that nothing matters.

Bo Burnham’s “All Eyes On Me” from his special Inside also breaks into transcendence through absurdity. It’s kind of a stupid song. But there’s something about the eerie intimacy in it, like he’s saying something he didn’t mean to say out loud, low and echoey. I remember watching it for the first time and getting these eerie flashbacks of Christian worship concerts, while also feeling like I was watching a person slowly go more and more insane and wondering if I should do something.

This episode got me thinking about that odd distinction between “high art” and “low art,” and why I wanted to zone in on this small, single piece of media in a sea of content.

Is it possible that “low” genre work sometimes allows for more radical emotional space than capital-F Fiction sometimes does?

I have read fanfiction that split me open and and made me ache in all the right places. I saw Into the Spider-verse for the first time a couple of years ago, and loved it so much that it felt like a spiritual awakening, opening me up to the expansiveness of the multiverse.

And now, I’ve experienced a spiritual awakening from a Dungeons and Dragons podcast.

Final Thoughts

“Mountaintop” is a highlight episode for Rude Tales of Magic not just because of the hilarious performances, but because of its surprising willingness to pause and ask: what happens when your deepest beliefs are gently, lovingly demolished?

It’s a story about disillusionment. About hero worship and spiritual burnout. About the seductive danger of meaning-making and power (even power over oneself) and the absurdity of thinking you’ll ever “get it.” And it’s still very, very funny.

End Note

I questioned whether or not to submit this review, not sure if I actually had anything of value to share other than “I fucking loved this thing.” Not sure if my voice really fit. And maybe it doesn’t.. But maybe, either way…



Kreedis: These beautiful memories. Do they matter to the universe?

Albee: No.

Kreedis: Do they matter to you?

Albee: Yes.

Kreedis: Is that enough?

Albee: Yes.

Kreedis: Hell yeah.

Albee: Hell yeah.



… it is okay for something to matter only to you.




Human Sexuality, reviewed.

I’ve always been curious about why people are turned on by some things, but not others. Why do 50% of surveyed men fantasize about their partner sleeping with someone else? Why do something like 45% of surveyed women have fantasies where they're forced to have sex against their will? What is up with all these fetishes, like people who wear diapers, or findom, or furries? I’m not alone in these questions.
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In an essay in 2022,  Scott Alexander laid out some of his confusions about human sexuality:


"Upon contact with any real people, our society's stylized description of sex (people get pleasure from genital contact with others, especially hot others) fractures into a dizzying array of inexplicable weirdness.

The first layer is people who can only get pleasure from unusual sex positions, or orifices, or people wearing certain clothing, or taking certain roles - fine, you can explain that by some kind of weird classical conditioning…

Then there are the people who can only get pleasure from some very specific scenario - imagining that they're an antebellum slave owner and their partner is a runaway slave who they're punishing, or that their partner is their brother and they're committing incest, or that their partner is their disciplinarian teacher who always gave them bad grades but secretly it was because they loved them the whole time and wanted them to get strong enough to be a good spouse.

Then there's the dirt-common phenomenon of people who can only take pleasure in sex if they know their partner is enjoying it too, and the thankfully rarer phenomenon of people who can only take pleasure if their partner isn't enjoying it. There's people who can only enjoy hate sex, or makeup sex, or who want their partner to be hard to get, or who pursue someone until they say "yes" and then they're not interesting anymore, or who only date abusers even though they hate it, etc, etc, etc."



He goes on to explain the limitations of the current model:


“Physics is stuck in an annoying equilibrium where the Standard Model works for almost everything, and then occasionally we come across some exotic domain where it totally falls apart and we know that reality must be something deeper and weirder. I feel like psychology is the same way: you can explain almost everything with your standard scientific toolkit. Then you look at sex, and you realize you’ll need something much more complicated and worse. And since sex is maybe the strongest and most primal form of desire, if the Standard Model Of The Mind doesn’t explain sex, it probably doesn’t really explain anything else. There are probably all those weird curled-up shadow dimensions in everything, just out of sight.”



I'm starting this post off with a long Scott Alexander quote for two main reasons. One, I figure there's no better way to attract an ACX reader's attention. Two, and more importantly, this quote was the reason why I wrote this post. I read this post two years ago, in a book review about Lacanian psychology, and thought, "I'm pretty sure I have answers to a lot of these mysteries, and I would like to share them with Scott."

This review of human sexuality will be my attempt to do so, by laying out my framework for understanding why we do all the weird things we do in the bedroom.

I’m going to start by going through some critical background, and then use that context to answer both the mysteries that Scott brought up, as well as those additional mysteries that used to confuse me.

Spoiler alert: like many things in psychology, it all comes back to status.

What is Status?

If I'm going to claim that sex's "dizzying array of inexplicable weirdness" is all connected to status, then we better define what status actually is. There's an intuitive sense of the word—being valued, being liked, popularity. That's all true, but status is a much broader, much weirder cognitive system (or systems), deeply embedded in our minds, that has huge effects on our behavior and thoughts. I'm going to be mostly taking this from Kevin Simler's essays at Melting Asphalt, Keith Johnstone's book Impro, and various neuroscience readings.

First off, status isn't one thing—it's two distinct systems that evolved for different purposes.

Dominance

Dominance is the older system, shared with virtually all social animals. It's the status you get by being threatening, by being the baboon who can beat up the other baboons and so getting first pick of food and mates. Dominance works through fear: if you don't defer to the dominant individual, bad things happen to you.

Our brains process dominance signals automatically—a raised voice, a certain type of unbreaking eye contact, or someone invading our personal space all trigger low-level stress responses. When someone dominates us, we physically make ourselves smaller—hunching shoulders, avoiding eye contact, speaking softly. These responses are so automatic they're almost impossible to fake convincingly.

Prestige

Prestige, by contrast, is a much newer system. It's the status you get by being useful or impressive to others. The hunter who consistently brings back meat, the storyteller who remembers tribal history, the craftsperson who makes the best tools—these individuals gain status not through threat but through admiration.

The tribe pays individuals who help and who have promise with prestige, as an evolutionary mechanism to lessen free-rider problems in groups. Since having people like you and supporting you is useful, this incentivizes individuals to contribute to the group. In prestige relationships, low-status individuals approach high-status ones (rather than avoiding them as in dominance), and the flow of benefits is bidirectional.

Status

These twin systems use much of the same psychological machinery and produce similar subjective rewards. Whether your status comes from dominating others or from being admired for your skills, the brain's reward circuits light up in similar ways. Status elevations in either system trigger dopamine release, increase testosterone levels, and reduce stress hormones. Status drops in either system can feel terrible and trigger anxiety responses.

The prestige system evolved as humans became more dependent on cultural knowledge, skill acquisition, and complex cooperation. As tool use made pure dominance strategies more dangerous (it's hard to be the alpha when weaker members can kill you in your sleep), humans increasingly relied on prestige. But we never lost the older dominance circuits—we just layered the new system on top.
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So, we're left with a leaderboard in our head, keeping track of something called "status" for us and those around us. Status can be earned through dominance or through prestige, but is usually stored in memory and action as a single variable; social software is easier if you just have to keep track of one thing.

Status is constantly being determined at both the micro-level through dozens of micro-signals—indicators of prestige and dominance such as who interrupts whom, gaze-holding time, whose jokes earn laugh-echoes—but it's also created at the macro-level by memory of someone's potential threat and usefulness. In social circumstances, parts of our brain constantly determine relative status, and use it to inform how to act, how to stand, when to talk.

Keith Johnstone describes the micro-level in his book Impro:


"If I speak with a still head, then I'll do many other high-status things quite automatically. I'll speak in complete sentences, I'll hold eye contact. I'll move more smoothly, and occupy more 'space'. If I talk with my toes pointing inwards I'm more likely to give a hesitant little 'er' before each sentence, and I'll smile with my teeth covering my bottom lip, and I'll sound a little breathless, and so on. We were amazed to find that apparently unrelated things could so strongly influence each other; it didn't seem reasonable that the position of the feet could influence sentence structure and eye contact, but it is so."



Taskmaster

For more details on what exactly high and low status look like in practice, Taskmaster is a British comedy show that provides a perfect illustration. The show features five comedians completing arbitrary tasks, given to them by the Taskmaster, who then scores and ranks them. It's a comedy show predicated on making a very high-status judge (Greg Davies), who then is funny in contrast to his sniveling assistant (Alex Horne), who is as low-status as possible.
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If you want to see the pure body language of status, look no further than Greg and Alex. This picture shows it, but the video of them is much clearer. Greg is relaxed, stares fixedly at whomever he is talking to, has his shoulders back. Alex looks around, off in space. He sits forward, tucked in on himself, nervously glances at Greg, constantly making fast darting movements. He compliments and adores Greg; Greg constantly insults him. Greg has all the status, Alex has none. Most of the comedy comes from the difference in status between them, and crucially to the show, Greg's status is amplified by Alex acting so low-status, which makes Greg's judgments of the other comedians feel much more real and powerful.

Notably, Greg acts both dominant and prestigious, fluidly switching between threatening Alex and impressing other comedians with a quick joke. Both raise his status in ways that the show needs to function, and I think this helps show what I mean when I say that status is a single variable, that can be raised in two different, but not exclusive, ways.

That's a lot of info, but for the purposes of this essay, the important points are:


	Status is earned through two different mechanisms: prestige and dominance

	Status is stored as a single variable, which our subconscious mind tracks in people around us

	Status is hooked into the reward mechanisms of the human brain



The Status Theory of Sexual Attraction

Now that we have a proper background on status, let's dive into what people find hot.

(One quick sidebar: Throughout this section, I'm going to be using the term "hot" and "hotness" a lot. Something that is hot is something that turns someone on, that they find sexy, that activates the part of the brain responsible for sexual pleasure. Someone can be hot, but so can their actions, their voice, the decisions they make, and the way they move. It's a general purpose term, and I don't think English has a better one.)

I'm going to make a bold claim: most kinks and most things that people find hot are based around the two possibilities that status allows—higher and lower. These two fundamental orientations toward status produce nearly all the sexual preferences, behaviors, and fantasies we observe.

High Status Hotness (HSH)

Let's call the first possibility "high status hotness" because that's exactly what it is. This is the hotness that consists of having somebody you find attractive servicing you, of making somebody lose themselves in pleasure because of your actions, of telling somebody what to do and having them instantly do it.

It's doing whatever you want with your partner, whatever makes you feel good, and that act of not caring, of being such high status that you don't care about pleasing them, ends up being exactly what they want. We can call this being a dom, a top, a sadist, the more active partner—they're all slightly different  ways of describing being the higher status partner.

Now, as discussed above, status has two main components: dominance and prestige. Some people are more into being dominant, the more sadist/mean dom side of things; others are more focused on prestige, on being a pleasure dom, where the fantasy is being so skilled that you make someone lose their mind and adore you.

But fundamentally, the important thing is being high status, and sexuality has these two components relatively intermixed. Someone who finds being high status hot, who is normally prestige-focused, will probably at least somewhat enjoy something more on the dominance side of things.

Low Status Hotness (LSH)

Low status hotness is the hotness, the turned-on-ness that comes from being with a high status partner. This is the hotness that consists of being paid attention to, of being so attractive that your partner can't hold themselves back, of being used however your partner wants (because that's what a high-status partner would do, and you find your partner behaving in a high status way directly, personally, enjoyable).

This is the hotness of being a sub, a little, a good boy or girl, of being taken care of, of being told what to do by a commanding, stern voice, of letting go of all responsibilities and obligations, of being so desirable that your high-status partner is 100% focused on you and you don't need to do anything.

As with HSH, low status hotness has different versions, based on dominance and prestige. There's pure submissiveness, of being helpless, tied up, being told what to do and doing it; and there's low prestige, which manifests as being desirable, of being wanted, of having someone higher status around who is focused on you. Different, but fundamentally similar, both tying into the status mechanisms of our brains; the thing that unites these two subtypes  is that they’re about being acted on.

So, to summarize, there are two main types of sexiness the human brain can experience. These are tied into the status system, and each have their own two main subcategories:


	
High Status Hotness (HSH)


	Dominance-based HSH: Controlling, commanding, potentially causing pain/discomfort

	Prestige-based HSH: Skilled, making partner feel incredible pleasure, being admired





	
Low Status Hotness (LSH)


	Dominance-based LSH: Being controlled, submitting, potentially receiving pain

	Prestige-based LSH: Being desired by a high-value partner, being the focus of attention
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Is this turning into a magic system-esque typology? Slightly, but I think this framework does the best job of explaining the complexity of human sexuality. High and low status are real and ancient, and the dominance and prestige model does the best job of explaining what the components of status are. Combine them together, and this is what you get.

What The Data Shows

The almost complete lack of good scientific information about what people are actually attracted to is rather impressive in a way; our society has managed to do its darndest to stop looking closely at sex, despite the stupid amounts of money spent that is predicated on human sexual instincts. But there is some info, so let's take a look at it.

Justin Lehmiller published the raw numbers from his two-year, 4,175-respondent fantasy survey in his book Tell Me What You Want. Here's a sample of the findings:









































	Fantasy theme	% who've fantasized ever	% who fantasize often
	Threesome	89%	26%
	Orgy/sex party	74%	14%
	Inflicting pain	60%	17%
	Receiving pain	65%	19%
	Public/"people might see"	57%	16%
	Cuckolding/hot-wife	52% men, 36% women	9% men, 4% women


Lehmiller's book groups the 369 prompts into seven clusters; the top three alone—multi-partner, power/control/rough, novelty/adventure—soak up over two-thirds of every "often" tick-mark. The remaining four (taboo, partner-sharing, passion/romance, erotic flexibility) are basically themed remixes of those top three.

What jumps out immediately is how common these supposedly "unusual" fantasies are. A full 65% of respondents have fantasized about receiving pain, and 60% about inflicting it. These aren't fringe interests—they're mainstream human sexuality.

Another surprising finding is that while there are gender differences in the prevalence of certain fantasies, they're smaller than most people would expect. For instance, while men are more likely to have cuckolding fantasies than women (52% vs. 36%), that still means over a third of women have fantasized about their partner sleeping with someone else.

Aella's sexual fantasy survey, while not academically published, provides interesting data on dominance/submission preferences. She found that 71% of women reported being sexually submissive, compared to 26% of men. Meanwhile, 26% of women reported being sexually dominant, compared to a surprisingly close 36% of men.

What these numbers tell us is that:


	Status-related sexual fantasies (dominance, submission, exhibitionism) are extremely common

	Both HSH and LSH are present in both genders, with statistical tilts but not binary splits

	Many people enjoy both high and low status fantasies, suggesting the neural circuitry for both exists in most people

	The most popular fantasies across genders can be classified using our status framework



Now, let's examine how this framework explains specific fantasies and behaviors:

BDSM: The most obvious example. Bondage, discipline, dominance, submission, sadism, and masochism are explicitly about power exchange—creating temporary status differentials for erotic pleasure. The dominant partner performs high-status behaviors (giving orders, controlling movement, administering pain), while the submissive partner performs low-status behaviors (obeying, being restrained, receiving pain).

Threesomes:  I think there’s some element of just additional stimulation here; if one person is attractive, then two people is twice as attractive. But I also think that a big part of the threesome fantasy is about status; it’s quite high status to have two partners focused on you. Imagine the guy who brags about the time that he had a threesome to all of his mates…

Role-play scenarios: Teacher/student, boss/secretary, doctor/patient, police officer/criminal—these common scenarios all feature clear status differentials. The appeal comes from temporarily inhabiting these status positions in a sexual context.

Exhibitionism/voyeurism: Being watched during sex typically signals high status (you're important enough to command attention), while watching signals lower status (you're paying attention to someone else). The exhibitionist gets arousal from the status boost of being observed.

Cuckolding/hotwifing: These involve complex status dynamics where someone derives pleasure from their partner having sex with someone else. In cuckolding, the arousal often comes from the status humiliation (low-status sexuality). In hotwifing, the arousal can come from "owning" someone desirable enough that others want them (high-status sexuality).

The Evolutionary Story

Why would there be any reason why the human brain would work this way? Why would sexuality and status be  interlinked so closely? As is often the case, it comes back to evolution.

Dominance and sexuality started out interlinked. In most animals, dominance comes from males trying to stop other males from breeding. Makes perfect sense; if you're trying to spread your genes far and wide, stopping other males who are trying to do the same is an obvious strategy.

Mature male alligators pick an area of river, and hunt down and kill any other male alligators, monopolizing any females in the area until a new male alligator rises up and kills them. In social animals, such as our ape ancestors, dominance developed into hierarchies, where the individuals have a ranking order that dictates who breeds and who doesn't.
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Over time, this results in individuals in social species having sophisticated built-in status detectors and motivational systems, so that they can navigate this landscape and find reproductive success. Evolution makes it so that it feels good to be dominant, because now you can monopolize reproductive opportunities, and feeling good is how evolution incentivizes being on top.

Meanwhile, males are spending all this energy fighting each other, testing each other, ranking each other. Females, who invest more resources and time into children than males do and so need to figure out who has good genes, learn to take advantage of this ranking.. "Top of the ranking = good genes" is a great heuristic for quality, because being dominant in a group is a complicated, hard-to-fake signal, similar to many other kinds of male mating displays.
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Being high status is a hard-to-fake signal, a la a peacock’s tail

As discussed before, humans added prestige to this dominance equation, and over time, status was born. Sexuality was already tied into dominance, as it is in many animal species, but now in humans it becomes much more complicated. However, the fundamental principle that being attracted to status is a great evolutionary hack still holds true; being high status is a hard-to-fake signal, and so evolution makes high status attractive, at least for those who are picky, i.e., females.

Now we have a feedback loop. Being high status was already enjoyable for males; it meant more mating opportunities, and evolution incentivized it with positive feelings. But as female sexuality begins to be based around identifying high status individuals, evolution starts to make acting high status, especially in a sexual context, even more appealing. This kicks off a feedback loop, where both  sexes are incentivized  to play their role, to focus on high or low status sexuality and to be increasingly turned on by it.

This story is sounding pretty gender essentialist: men are doms, women are subs, divine masculine and feminine energy, yin and yang, yada yada yada. But by looking at the data, we know this is an incomplete, inaccurate picture. There certainly is a tilt to who is a sub and who is a dom based on gender, but there are plenty of female doms and male subs. How does this crude evolutionary story explain that?

Well, I think it's pretty simple: evolution is a lazy hack.

High status and low status sexuality may have evolved for the reproductive strategies of each gender, but actually giving completely different sexuality systems to each gender would be complicated and hard. After all, every fetus starts out as female, and the blueprints for male and female aren't that different. Instead, evolution found an easier approach: give both sexuality systems to everyone (which isn't too hard when everyone already has built-in status detection modules) and then use hormones to modulate which is more active.
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Evolution being a lazy hack.

Hormone and gene based modulation is how a lot of male and female differences already work, and this strategy is simple and robust. Furthermore, it neatly explains the diversity of sexuality that we see in the present day. High status and low status sexuality may have evolved for the purposes of male and female reproductive strategies, but they're not limited to them; nowadays, people can have one or the other or both, regardless of what biological sex they are. Men are biased towards high status and women towards low status strategies on average, but it's crucial to remember that this is simply an average, not an immutable characteristic of each biological sex.

This explains why, despite statistical differences, we see the full spectrum of sexual preferences across genders. A man can be primarily aroused by acting low status  just as a woman can be primarily aroused by acting high status —it's just that the biological defaults are set differently.

Furthermore, I don’t think same sex relationships, or the modern understanding of gender fundamentally do anything to change this picture; people on Grindr say whether they’re a top or bottom immediately, and the full analysis

The Mysteries, Explained

Armed with this knowledge of status, the two main kinds of sexuality and their subtypes, and an understanding that any individual can have a mix of these, we can go back to those initial questions, those mysteries, and come up with answers that I find to be mostly satisfying. I don’t think this theory explains literally everything, but I do  find it to be an incredibly powerful and elegant theory for understanding human sexuality.

Let's dive into some of those mysteries that Scott identified, plus a few more that always confused me until this all started clicking together:

Mystery #1: Specific Scenarios
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Scott writes:


"There are the people who can only get pleasure from some very specific scenario - imagining that they're an antebellum slave owner and their partner is a runaway slave who they're punishing, or that their partner is their brother and they're committing incest, or that their partner is their disciplinarian teacher who always gave them bad grades but secretly it was because they loved them the whole time and wanted them to get strong enough to be a good spouse."



Here, Scott goes into the mystery of specific fantasies. I don't fully know why one specific fantasy gets locked in, other than vaguely gesturing at trapped priors and critical windows. On the other hand, this theory does explain why it's these fantasies that are locked in. All of these fantasies, and most common roleplay scenarios, are about status.

Slave owner and slave? Extreme status and power differential.

Brother and sister incest? It's a little harder to spot, but still based around status; you have to be very attractive, very high status for your sibling to want to sleep with you despite the incest taboo or, from the other point of view, one person is being low status, degrading themselves by breaking societal norms.

Disciplinarian teacher and student? Super obvious status differential, and the tweak of it being motivated by secret love fits in with low status sexuality being about having a high status individual focused on you.

We can go down the line of stereotypical roleplay scenarios: police officer and citizen, doctor and patient, boss and secretary, teacher and student, even criminal and home-invasion victim. There's not much that unites these except that in the scene, one is high status and one is low status, and the hotness either comes from imagining yourself with high or low status, depending on what gets you going.

Mystery #2: Partner Enjoyment

Scott notes:


"There's the dirt-common phenomenon of people who can only take pleasure in sex if they know their partner is enjoying it too, and the thankfully rarer phenomenon of people who can only take pleasure if their partner isn't enjoying it."



This also makes sense under the status lens. These are people who primarily experience high status sexuality, but differ on whether they are wired more for prestige or dominance. Your partner enjoying themselves is affirmation of your prestige, your skill in making them feel good, which reinforces your status. Your partner not enjoying themselves is an affirmation of dominance, of being so in charge, so powerful that it doesn't matter if they're feeling good or not. Crucially, both are about what you're doing to your partner, not what is being done to you; this is what makes them both high status.

Mystery #3: Hate Sex & Makeup Sex
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Scott says: “There's people who can only enjoy hate sex, or makeup sex.”

Hate sex: clear, reified status dynamics; the one hating, punishing, being angry is acting higher status than they normally would, by virtue of being more dominant, and the other partner enjoys those higher status actions, despite the anger being directed at them.

Makeup sex: works similarly but through a different mechanism. The preceding conflict creates an emotional intensity that heightens status awareness. The reconciliation often involves one partner taking a lower status position (apologizing, admitting fault) while the other affirms forgiveness from a higher status position. This temporary clarification of the status differential creates an erotic charge that makes makeup sex particularly intense.

Mystery #4: Abuse Patterns

Scott mentioned people "who only date abusers even though they hate it." This is an area where the theory makes strong predictions: people would generally assume that being around an abuser is bad, and people wouldn't do so. But real life indicates there are many people who continuously date abusers, even when it seems statistically implausible; Scott discusses this in the middle of this post.

The status theory of sexuality would say that there are people who are attracted to status, and more specifically, attracted strongly to dominance. A lot of abusive behavior is extremely dominant, and this helps explain why they keep being attracted to these people, despite all the terrible consequences. The full story is more complicated, of course, but I think this is a big part of it.

Mystery #5: Forced Fantasies

When I was younger, I was quite confused by the studies showing that a substantial number of women have dark sexual fantasies about coercion, violence, blackmail, and home invasions. According to one study by Bivona & Critelli, between 31% and 57% of women have fantasies of being forced into sexual activity. I didn't understand why this was so common, but this theory gives a solid answer.

Status differences are hot, and people can enjoy being lower status than someone in a sexual context, even if they normally wouldn't. Someone with the ability to credibly threaten you or hurt you has super high status/authority. Someone can enjoy being overpowered, outmatched, if it happens in a way that demonstrates that the person doing the overpowering has high status.

And yes, this skews female, but it certainly isn't unique to women; there are plenty of men with similar fantasies, which makes sense given that everyone has the neural circuitry for both high status and low status sexuality.

Mystery #6: Cuckold Fantasies

Another mystery was male sexual cuckold fantasies. I knew the simple story of reproductive logic, of men wanting to spread their genes and women being selective, and that completely failed to explain why something like 58% of men in a large survey reported fantasies about watching their partner with another man.

I knew why it would make sense for men to fantasize about being the bull, the person sleeping with the other man's wife, from an evolutionary "I'm the best" kind of logic, but instead, the point of view of the fantasy seemed to be from the male, the cuckold, whose partner slept with another man.

Pretty baffling, until you understand that men have low status sexuality as well. Cuckold fantasies or reality is a way to induce intense feelings of low status in a sexual context, especially for men who have self-worth/status tied into which/how many women they're with. The humiliation aspect, which is often central to these fantasies, is essentially a form of extreme LSH, where the status drop itself is the erotic trigger.

Mystery #7: Fetishes Through a Status Lens
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One of the strengths of the status framework is its ability to explain seemingly bizarre fetishes that appear to have nothing to do with reproduction or conventional attractiveness. Let's look at some examples:

Age Play/Adult Babies: People who wear diapers and act like babies are engaging in an extreme form of low status sexuality. Few positions are lower status than that of an infant—completely dependent, unable to control bodily functions, requiring constant care. The appeal comes from the total surrender of status and responsibility. The complementary "caregiver" role experiences high status sexuality through both dominance (complete control) and prestige (being needed, providing care).

Furries: The furry fandom often involves creating anthropomorphic animal personas or "fursonas." Through a status lens, these personas often embody exaggerated status characteristics—powerful predators (wolves, lions, dragons) for those drawn to high status, or cute, small animals (bunnies, foxes) for those drawn to low status. The fursona allows exploration of status dynamics in a safe, removed context.

Financial Domination: "Findom" involves giving money to a dominant partner who may offer little or nothing in return. This is a pure status transaction—money is a status marker, and voluntarily giving it away to someone who doesn't reciprocate creates an extreme status differential. The appeal for the submissive is the humiliation and objectification of being "used" purely for resources.

These examples show how even seemingly inexplicable sexual interests can be understood through the status framework. The more "unusual" the fetish appears, the more likely it represents an exaggeration of basic status dynamics—taking either high status or low status sexuality to an extreme.

Limitations and objections:

Objection #1: "This Seems Unfalsifiable"

Haven't I just invented a flexible enough framework that anything related to sexuality can be said to be high or low status, and therefore proves the theory correct?

To some degree, yes. I don't think it's a coincidence that anything can be high or low status; that's just a fundamental result of a ranking algorithm that has two possible outputs. If your options are black or white, then the color of any object can be categorized under that system, while losing a lot

of nuance.
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Anything can be sorted into two buckets



At the same time, I do think our brain does that fundamental simplification, that sorting into high and low status  because it makes social decisions and judgments quicker and easier. Having a leaderboard in your head for those around you and yourself, which tracks who is ahead and who is behind, simplifies a lot of decision making.

Ultimately, I think this framework is still valuable if it:


	Provides a unified explanation for seemingly unrelated phenomena

	Makes successful predictions

	Offers more explanatory power than alternatives



And this theory does make testable predictions:


	People with more testosterone should be more likely to exhibit high status sexual preference.

	Basically all fetishes should have some status component, including common roleplay scenarios;

	Porn that caters to one gender should be more focused on one kind of sexuality than the other, i.e. porn consumed by woman should prominently feature extremely high status suitors (and I do notice that written erotica for women does feature a suspicious amount of billionaires…)



Objection #2: "This Reduces Sex and Love to Status Games"

The status framework might seem to paint an unromantic picture of human sexuality—all calculations and hierarchy rather than connection and intimacy.

[image: ]

But, just because something is uncomfortable, doesn’t mean it’s not true. We don’t particularly like thinking about status, and we don’t like thinking about sexuality; combining them feels uncomfortable. But,


“If the box contains a diamond,

I desire to believe that the box contains a diamond;



What is true is already so. And I think having a framework, having explanations, is more comforting than people might think. I’ve talked to friends that had dark, violent sexual fantasies, and were ashamed of them, felt bad about them, and from what I’ve seen on the internet, they’re far from alone in this. I’ve explained some of this framework to those friends, that this is widespread, that our sexual instincts are focused on status, and that it’s ok to be turned on by these fantasies, that it’s human, not evidence of your brain being broken; they found that message helpful.

There’s also an element of staying on the right level of abstraction in human interaction; even if this theory is 100% correct, it’s still not the most useful lens to use in most sexual-social interactions. If you need to explain mysteries, it’s powerful, but for regular interactions, just be human and don’t worry about the underlying mechanisms.

A Grand Unified Theory of Sexuality

The status-sexuality framework doesn't explain everything about human sexuality. Biology, learning, trauma, pair bonding mechanisms, and cultural factors all play crucial roles. But it does provide a compelling explanation for many otherwise puzzling aspects of sexual desire.

If I had to formalize this theory, I'd propose something like this:


	Humans evolved dual status systems (dominance and prestige) for navigating social hierarchies

	Sexual selection pressures linked status and sexual arousal in complex feedback loops

	Rather than creating separate systems for males and females, evolution gave everyone similar neural circuitry but with different default settings



This isn't a complete theory of human sexuality, but it's a substantial improvement over the standard model of "people want genital stimulation with attractive partners." It explains weird edge cases not as anomalies but as predictable variations within a coherent framework.

Most importantly, it suggests that sexuality isn't some bizarre exception to our psychological models—it's deeply integrated with our social cognition. The same status-tracking systems that help us navigate office politics and dinner parties are recruited for our most intimate desires.
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In the quote from Scott that opened this essay, he compared psychology to physics, where the Standard Model works until it doesn't. Perhaps a better analogy would be to early astronomy, where epicycles were added to make geocentric models match observations. Eventually, someone realized that a heliocentric model was simpler and more elegant.

Likewise, a status based theory of sexuality is a framework that replaces increasingly complex explanations (trauma, "daddy issues," classical conditioning)  with a simpler, more unified model. Not "epicycles upon epicycles" to explain each sexual preference, but a single principle from which diverse phenomena naturally emerge.

It's elegant. It's predictive. And most importantly, it helps make sense of human behavior in all its weird, wonderful complexity.

Why does this matter?  To some degree, as mentioned before, this is insight porn; great for understanding things, or feeling like you understand things, but potentially less useful in day-to-day life. Status is a powerful framework, but also, if you try to handle regular social interactions through it, I think you’ll mostly just be incredibly awkward and weird. Pick the right frame for the context you’re in.

But, I do think there is some value in understanding the links between status and sexuality. In my life, it’s made me a better lover. I flailed around when I first started sleeping with people, trying out different things. Some things got better reactions, and so, I started doing those things more, but I had no idea why people liked it when I moved them around, told them what to do, lightly choked them, etc. I could vaguely speculate, “I guess being dominant is attractive?” but that was about the limit of the framework I had at the time. I knew BDSM was a thing, and realized that I was acting as a Dom, but I’m a pretty prototypical Scott Alexander reader; I needed a framework, a scaffold to understand what the essence of being a Dom was, not just a list of traits.

And so, I constructed one, pulling from different things I had read; this was the framework I’ve explained in this essay.

[image: ]

I realized  that I had been with partners that enjoyed me acting high status , and I could lean further into that, now that I knew what the essence of status was. You still have to communicate, to try out different things, to see what the specific person you’re with actually enjoys; this is not license to assume that there is one universal human sexuality and that you know what someone will enjoy.

But, it is license to say, there are patterns to what people like, and if they like one thing, they will likely enjoy similar things that hit some of the same buttons. And those buttons are mostly based on dominance, prestige, and status.

Aside from the purely selfish benefits (which are pretty significant), I do think this model has broader implications. For one,  it implies that what we consider deviant or unusual in sexuality isn't actually that strange – it's just the status game playing out in different forms. Instead of pathologizing certain desires as abnormal, we could recognize them as variations on universal human status-seeking mechanisms.

Second, it offers a more nuanced lens for sexual education and therapy. Rather than focusing solely on the mechanics of sex or treating problematic sexual behaviors as isolated phenomena, therapists and educators could address the underlying status dynamics. Understanding that many sexual preferences are fundamentally about experiencing status shifts might help people communicate their desires more effectively and understand their partners' needs with greater clarity.

Perhaps most importantly, this perspective offers some resolution to Scott's original puzzlement. The apparent contradictions in human sexuality – why some people want to dominate while others want to submit, why the same person might want different things in different contexts – become comprehensible when viewed through the lens of status. We're not just seeking reproduction or pleasure; we're navigating complex status dynamics that tap into our deepest evolutionary and social programming.

Understanding sexuality through status doesn't diminish its mystery or beauty. If anything, recognizing these patterns enhances our appreciation of human complexity. Like how  understanding the physics of a rainbow doesn’t make it any less beautiful, seeing the status structures underlying our desires doesn't make them less profound. It simply gives us a better map of the territory – one that might help us navigate with greater awareness, compassion, and perhaps even skill.




Identity

I.

Rationalists are fond of advice like this: “Keep your identity small”, “Cultivate a scout identity”, which always makes me wonder, “What do they mean?”

The term bothers me because I don’t understand what exactly is meant by it, nor where the desire to defend one’s identity that is everywhere asserted should stem from. The phrase “defending one’s identity” is, I suppose, to be continued with “against change”. But are people really that opposed to changing who they are? Don’t lots of people want to change some things about themselves?

Arguments using identity are circular. Take this sentence: “Alice engages in fiery online debates around religion in order to defend her Christian identity.” But without the religious behaviors and beliefs that this sets out to explain, why would we say that Alice was Christian? Did Alice conceive of herself as a Christian prior to developing these beliefs? I also think people do not need to defend their identity. If it already is their identity, it seems pretty fixed. If someone approached me and said “you are not John Doe” (not my real name), I would laugh it off, but if Alice sees an argument suggesting Christianity is false, she interprets that as “you are actually not a Christian” and gets defensive?

Whenever I talk to someone about my skepticism regarding identity, I am met with skepticism in return: “You don’t believe that people have an identity? They obviously do!” So what is meant by identity? People are not always very clear on that. The (to my knowledge) first post on identity that gained traction in the rationalist sphere was Paul Graham’s 2009 essay Keep Your Identity Small, in which he doesn’t define identity, but gives religion and politics as central examples of beliefs that form part of it. He says:


I think what religion and politics have in common is that they become part of people's identity, and people can never have a fruitful argument about something that's part of their identity. By definition they're partisan.

Which topics engage people's identity depends on the people, not the topic. For example, a discussion about a battle that included citizens of one or more of the countries involved would probably degenerate into a political argument. But a discussion today about a battle that took place in the Bronze Age probably wouldn't. No one would know what side to be on. So it's not politics that's the source of the trouble, but identity. When people say a discussion has degenerated into a religious war, what they really mean is that it has started to be driven mostly by people's identities.



I think that quote makes at least as much sense if you replace the word “identity” by “values”, “emotions”, “ideology” or “prejudices” and I am not the first to replace the word identity in that particular essay. Julia Galef, who coined the term scout identity, admits that the term is unclear, stating that “The science on identity is still evolving, but I’ve observed two things that turn a belief into an identity: Feeling embattled and feeling proud.”

LessWrong gives a more precise definition (references edited out), but it says that even more things are part of your identity:


Identity is an individual's conception of themselves. We might conceive of this as the set of I am ___ statements an individual would make about themselves. It seems correct that identity can be dangerous for epistemics since the desire to maintain one's identity can interfere with updating correctly or changing actions, but at the same time there are potentially useful and safe ways to maintain an identity which even enhances one's rationality.



And Clearer Thinking has this extensional definition of the set:


Your identity is made up of:




	Traits that describe you (I am funny, athletic, disorganized, etc.)

	Relationships or groups you belong to (I am a father, a chef, a fan of my hometown sports team etc.)

	The ideologies of the groups you belong to (I am a conservative, a feminist, a neo-liberal)



These are workable definitions. Naturally, I don’t deny that people have a conception of themselves, or traits, or that they belong to groups. However, using the term “identity” suggests that the disparate elements in this set form one unified whole. Just like mathematicians don’t call the set {12, -400.857845966+π, ℝ, x↦x/2} anything, we should not give the set of all of a person’s attributes a name. Do our traits or relationships have the same ability to warp our thinking as our ideologies? Do they do so via the same mechanisms? And does it really help you to think more clearly if you say “I fathered this child” rather than “I am this child’s father”?

II.

It’s obvious why people want to maintain their relationships. Relationships (most of them, anyway) are net-positive and afford all sorts of emotional and/or material benefits. There are definitely situations where they can become epistemically dangerous, for instance, when a friend did something bad, denies it, and you refuse to believe the accusations, but that follows from the nature of friendships, not identity.

For traits and ideologies, it’s not so obvious. I can imagine someone saying: “it is instrumentally useful to be seen as consistent and reliable by others, so to not change one’s belief and behavior too often and thus to maintain one’s identity”, but it’s not the framing I would choose because there is an opposing force that is also instrumentally useful: being open to (justified) criticism as well as being seen like that. I cannot offer an explanation for why someone would defend an ideology against overwhelming evidence to the contrary. For some reason or other they became way too confident in their belief and now they are trapped in a prior. Having a trapped prior probably makes you feel embattled and proud. From your point of view, criticisms of your position, which has been proven beyond the shadow of a doubt, are baseless, so they feel unfair or, in other words, like an attack. At the same time, you feel proud because you are on the right side. You are good and smart, the others are dumb and evil. If this purely descriptive view feels unsatisfying and you really want a causal explanation, there is the concept of loyalty signaling which explains, say, Alice’s religious convictions as a way to signal loyalty to other Christian and to gain status with them. So this essentially reduces ideology to relationships, which again leaves no need for identity.

That leaves traits. Some traits are deliberately crafted. For example, you are athletic because you are regularly working out and, sure, maybe you started working out in order to become athletic. But you didn’t want to become athletic to make this part of your identity. You wanted to become athletic because it’s healthy or hot or high-status. As for other traits, before we consider something a trait, it needs to have been stable over time, during which time it needs to have been maintained by something other than the pure wish to maintain it. E.g., someone is a late riser simply because, for whatever reason (genetics, too many long party nights at college), they have trouble getting up early, not in order to maintain an identity as a late riser. Similarly, workers on strike are not said to be trying to defend their identity as aspiring lower middle class or whatever. I have never heard anyone claim “Vegetarians don’t eat meat in order to defend their identity”. It seems to be widely accepted that they act based on religious, health, animal-welfare concerns (or, if you are Robin Hanson, because they are signaling).

There is a subset of beliefs about oneself for which I find it more credible that there is a desire to maintain them, namely self-serving beliefs. Maybe I think I am funny, when really I’m not, yet I don’t unlearn that belief. It feels nice to think because funny people are popular. This is my brain wire-heading.

In the cases where I find a desire to defend one’s identity most plausible, it seems to be a euphemism for status; a euphemism I am somehow not in on. Or is it really a euphemism? Yes, saying “Alice is just not changing her mind because she is secretly seeking some status gain” sounds mean, whereas “Alice feels threatened in her identity” sounds nice and caring, but that sentence can also be read as “Alice is just too stubborn to change her mind”, whereas the status framing, if you only remove the word “status”, becomes “Alice fears losing the community that is vital for her well-being”.

In one of the “of course identity matters” conversations I’ve had, a friend described how he felt more attached to his local football club from home after moving from the north of Germany to the south. He had never been a huge fan, but now suddenly he was surrounded by people cheering for the arch-enemy and his old identity started growing stronger. I didn’t have a great response. Invoking status felt weird because if he subconsciously cared about status so much, why did he not switch allegiances to the other team and gain favour with his new neighbors? Because we are just not that cognitively malleable? Sure, but then can you use status to make predictions at all? This is also true for identity, though. If he cared that much about his northern identity, why did he move to the south for a new job, that had not previously been part of his identity? Now I’m just strawmanning. Nobody said that all identities trump all other concerns, but it’s weird that identity, as the driving force behind religion and politics, caused all wars, but does not determine everyday decisions. My best explanation for my friend’s experience is more reductive: Through years of exposure, he learned the association “our club wins → good”. Seeing more people incorrectly (from his subconscious point of view) not believing in it makes it more salient.

Status provides the more appealing framework because it grounds the behaviors it intends to explain in their instrumental value for mating and survival, which identity only does once it gets linked to status. And yet it, too, breaks down at some point, or rather, on its own it proves too much. Sure, we can all agree that politics and religion are largely status displays, but did you know that people pursue sex only because it is high-status? Fear of death? Come on, obviously people don’t actually fear death, they cannot even model a world without themselves in it. But being dead means being a very useless ally, so we need to pretend to fear death. The case in point comes from Joe Carlsmith:


I think about a time climbing up to a church carved into a cliff in Ethiopia, and wondering if I was going to fall and die. My mind went to: it would be so embarrassing to die this way.



So it really is just signaling all the way down. Or people are complex, they have several fundamental drives, it is not easy to predict how those play out in any given situation, and that is why it makes no sense to lump all behavioral or belief patterns together.

III.

When I asked if it really helps you to think more clearly if you say “I fathered this child” rather than “I am this child’s father”, many of you probably thought “yes, obviously”. The phrase “being a father” comes with loads of moral connotations, whereas “fathering a child” states the fact and nothing else. If you want to stick to that and reject the moral implications, you might say “I fathered” and not “I am a father” (though Alice and I would hope that you better have very good reasons for that). Likewise, looking at the two sentences “I agree with the positions of party P” and “I am a P-ist”, it is easier for me to imagine the former being continued with “but …”. Only the second speaker has P-ism as part of their identity, while the former does not, or at least has it to a lesser degree. So do I agree that identity is epistemically problematic? No, because that conclusion would conflate correlation and causality. Probably the second person started growing overconfident in party P’s positions before they started calling themselves a P-ist. Identity-related speech can be a warning sign of a trapped prior, but not a strong one, and is mostly just a turn of phrase.

[image: Meme - Darth Vader: I am your father. Luke (screaming): Well, there's a factual statement with no emotional valence at all.]

Scott Alexander (Do you know him? He has a good blog—can recommend!) wrote in a recent post about his misophonia:


One night my roommate complained that I seemed to have some weird pathological problem with noise way outside the normal distribution. I’d never thought about it before, but again, something resonated, that became “part of my identity” against my will, and from then on I was intolerable about any noise-related issue. Again, the simple explanation is that I was already like that - hence my roommate telling me I was like that. Again, that’s not how I remember things.



(The quotation marks are his, not mine.) This annoyed me because I kind of like not understanding identity, but I understood this. Of course, it’s a huge deal to notice a pattern about yourself for the first time, to go from “noise is bad” to “noise is bad and also I really hate noise”, and of course it can reinforce this pattern. It makes a difference if you believe something about yourself rather than about the outside world. We matter to ourselves, and that is why our beliefs about ourselves matter, too. There is an obvious feedback loop, where your beliefs about who you are, what you like, what you do, inform both your perceptions and your actions. If you think you don’t like basketball, you will not try to play it and will not have the opportunity to discover that actually you love it.

And yet, in this example, you don’t have a drive to defend this belief because it is about you. You are overconfident, not defensive. Coming back to the Scott quote, although he says something became “part of his identity”, he does not really describe how misophonia interfered with other parts of his self-conception. It is rather the other way around: his self-conception (or, more precisely, his relationships to others) interfered with his misophonia by means of “guilt and self-criticism over responding unusually badly to noise”. In both these cases, the ideas associated with the term identity seem more confusing than illuminating.

So that leaves us at: people care about themselves, and beliefs about oneself can involve feedback loops. Identity is maybe just a popular and somewhat mystifying figure of speech to describe these facts. My problem is then that for some reason I am a century or two behind on the word-frequency curve:

[image: The plot of the curve since 1800 shows the word frequency staying constant until 1920-40, around which time it started growing exponentially, reaching its maximum in 2019, followed by a tiny downward dent.]

Where my contemporaries say identity, I use the words that our ancestors might have used. Where they say “Ukrainians are defending their identity”, I say “Ukrainians are defending their freedom”. When they say “conflicting identities”, I think of Jekyll and Hyde, not “How do gender roles affect extremism?”. Identity already has a meaning; it means sameness. That’s its literal Latin meaning, that’s how we use it in Maths, and in terms like “personal identity” or “identity provider”. Maybe I am just being the mathematical and etymological equivalent of those obnoxious people who demand that tomatoes must not be called vegetables because botanically they are fruits, but I still find myself insisting that the identity this essay is about is just a cheap rip-off of that trusted, useful notion.

IV.

While I think the discourse around identity is built on vapid ideas, it still hints at something true. Graham’s “keep your identity small” or Galef’s “hold your identity lightly” (which I prefer over the first one) can be good advice, which can be formulated even better.

It can mean: “Beware bad habits”, “Try new things” or “Dude, stop talking about the gym all the time; there are other interesting things (even about yourself) you can talk about.”

It can mean: Even though you have intimate knowledge of yourself, you can be wrong about the traits you think you have. E.g. nearly everyone thinks they are an above-average driver, but of course that is only true for half the population. Maybe you are not as shy as you think you are, or you can find strategies that help you cope better with social situations.

It can mean: Don’t take non-personal things personally. Just because somebody disagrees with you online does not mean it is a personal attack. Remember, you want to be seen as somebody who can be reasoned with—an amiable ambassador, rather than an aggressive attacker. You want to advance a cause, but you also want to remain curious. Don’t just let one of your values dominate all others.




Inside

Inside is a comedy special that was written, shot, and edited by musical comedian Bo Burnham while he was stuck in quarantine during the 2020 pandemic--that’s the basic premise, anyway. He doesn’t just tell jokes or sing funny songs to the camera: he makes it a full-on production, with professional-grade lighting, camera work, and editing, putting it structurally somewhere between a traditional comedy special and a feature film. That alone makes it unique, but if Inside was just well-framed jokes and music, I wouldn’t be writing about it. I’m writing about it because it’s also full of social commentary, meta-commentary, existential crises, and questions of identity, authenticity, and spectacle that are all reflective of modern times. If future civilizations were curious what we’ve grappled with as the first generation with ubiquitous social networks and smartphones (or as the last generation before AGI), I would want it to be at the top of their watchlist. To me, pound for pound, Inside is one of the most vivid portraits of the challenges of the social media era ever created, and I hope to explain in this review how Bo Burnham paints such a portrait. To start off, let’s look at how he ended up as the man for the job--in a classic case of preparation meeting opportunity.

Preparation: Bo Fo’ Sho’
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Back in 2006, when social media is still young and promising, Bo Burnham is a teenager who spends his time singing funny songs and raps and uploading them to this cool new website called YouTube. His songs are dense with puns and quick witted humor, mixing highbrow references to math and literature with lowbrow sex and race jokes. A couple of them go viral (rare at the time), and while offensive by today’s standards (common at the time), the folks at Comedy Central think that Burnham’s material is great for a live comedy set on their Presents series. They’re right about the material, but Burnham’s dense comedic style—perfect as it is for internet virality, where you could pause, scrub to certain lines, or replay to your heart’s content—actually overwhelms the aughts-era live audience. The rapid pace of the jokes make them fly too high and fast over the crowd; you can hear them miss a lot of the mid-verse one-liners and laugh the most at the slower, simpler punchlines. This is the first glimpse we see into Burnham’s unique position as one of the first born-and-raised netizen entertainers, with a cadence closer to internet superstimuli from the 2020s than the network TV of the 2000s--kinda like a zoomer Marty McFly.

Burnham keeps accelerating, putting out albums on CD and uploading professional-quality music videos of his songs. He gets his first full-length comedy special, called Words, Words, Words, but still receives criticism for having an internet background and not taking a traditional path. Burnham appears on a comedian round-table talk show in 2011, shortly after the special airs, and he explains, “people said I didn’t get enough criticism because I wasn’t in the clubs, grinding it out. But the truth is, for the older comics that say that, I want them to read ten thousand internet comments and see if they don’t feel fully criticized.” The other comedians in the group, all older and established, are fascinated by Burnham’s favorite comedian being a Dutch absurdist named Hans Teeuwen who does comedy with sock puppets. “Really, the only rules of stand-up comedy are that you have to stand up on stage and be funny, and there seem to be all these invisible rules that people put up,” Burnham says. Words Words Words includes not just jokes and songs like before, but visual gags, raps, and poetry bits as well.

Burnham’s individual, self-made path into live comedy didn’t just grant him freedom from traditional structure or formulas, but it also gave him the freedom to express his contempt for the industry he now found himself in. One particular song stands out in the special, called “Art Is Dead”. Burnham introduces it by saying “This song isn’t funny at all, but it helps me sleep at night,” and the video description says “this song is a confession and an apology. honest, not sarcastic.” In it, he paints a picture of successful entertainers as immature and greedy for attention, whose big egos are rewarded with undeserving boatloads of money from honest working-class people. To him it all feels manipulative, and feels guilty for being hypocritically complicit in it (and the comedians at the roundtable enjoy it enough that they ask him to perform it for them).

That disgusted, half-outside perspective grows to become a central aspect of Burnham’s material moving forward. A few years later, Burnham returns with a live special called what. that airs for free on YouTube, and it's a dramatic uptick in quality. For this special he takes control of the whole format of stage performance and plays with it, constantly interacting with voiceovers of himself and prerecorded bits, and “performing” pre-composed songs with carefully timed movements and choreography. His style is unabashedly postmodern, constantly setting up some trope or situation and then immediately subverting it or throwing it away, and then showing the audience “look, this was all a setup, nothing is real”. The subversions are both funny in themselves (humor comes from the unexpected), but also clearly hold that core sentiment of inauthenticity in performance that first pushed him to make “Art Is Dead”. In an interview around this time, Burnham says about his fans “I try to emphasize, ‘I am nothing but my content to you’”. Burnham doesn't just reserve this sentiment for himself, either; he also points it toward other types of entertainers who profit from maintaining the parasocial kayfabe. He lambasts vapid pop singers for preying on vulnerable teens, and calls out other comedians for using tragedy as joke fodder. In a similar vein, he also criticizes pointless and harmful religious morals by singing from God's perspective and correcting them--very en vogue at a time when /r/atheism was still on reddit’s homepage.The general attitude is “Nothing up here is authentic, but at least I have the decency to tell you—not like these other people who want to take advantage of your emotions by acting genuine.”

His third special, Make Happy (now graduated from YouTube to Netflix), has the same DNA as what—the same voiceover-interactions, planned subversions, and even the same critiques of vapid art (in this case, dishonest, pandering country music and faux-inspirational pop lyrics). But by this point it seems like his attitude has taken a toll on him, as he generally comes off as more bitter towards the audience, and uncertain of his function as a performer—literally singing “I don't know why I'm here” in the beginning of the show. This comes to a head in the show’s final song, where he addresses the audience directly. “My biggest problem is you. Part of me loves you, part of me hates you, part of me needs you, part of me fears you.” Bo’s relationship with his audience is a tense balancing act, like that of any artist or creator, and in a final Pagliacci moment he admits that he isn’t getting back the joy that he’s giving them. What’s the point of being entertaining at all if he can't even make himself happy? Is there anything he can do that will satisfy him, or will he always feel stuck between a predatory entertainment industry and an audience that never authentically knows him? Why is he here?

It seems like he doesn’t have a good answer--he ends up having severe panic attacks while on stage, and decides after Make Happy to stop performing live comedy altogether.

Opportunity: Welcome to the Internet

Bo Burnham’s trajectory is unique, but his starting point was not--he was just one of the early ones. In 2006, when social media was still young and promising, anyone with an Internet connection could hypothetically step onto the same massive stage. You, the 2006 Time Person of the Year, could share anything you wanted with an audience of more people than you would ever get in real life, and they with you. You could engage with their posts, or they with yours, with little hearts or thumbs-ups or comments. This engagement became the metric by which the social media platforms grew users and revenue--more engagement meant more usage and more exposure to ads--so they updated their functionality over time to obtain more and more of it from users. Thus “the Algorithm” was born, with this core drive of maximizing your engagement, curating your feeds with only the content that you find the most engaging. The UI was updated, too: no more links or numbered pages to flip through, just one never-ending scroll of embedded media, minimizing the muscle movements required to see the next thing. Over the years, social media has become less interpersonal and more spectacular, in this attention-maximizing pursuit--It isn’t even really ‘social’ media anymore.

“They're coming for every second of your life. It's not because anyone is bad, or anyone has evil plans, or even that they're doing it consciously. It's because these companies--Twitter, YouTube, Instagram and everything--they went public. They went to the shareholders. So they have to grow, their entire models are based off of growth. They cannot stay stagnant. Twitter grossed $4-5 billion last year, and it is in the red, it is unprofitable. It has to get more of you. [...] Every single free moment you have is a moment you could be looking at your phone, and they could be gathering information to target ads at you. That's what's happening.”


	Bo Burnham, in a 2018 interview for his movie Eighth Grade



Targeted ads may be the main incentive for the social media engagement machine to keep turning, but they aren’t what’s left such an impact on society. It is the resulting secondary effects, downstream of these attention engines racing to the bottom, that have reshaped human interaction and behavior on such a massive scale.
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The Algorithm has grown into a ravenous force, which has imparted its maligned incentives on both the vast majority of consumers and the vocal minority of producers on every major platform. For consumers, it offers an endless ocean of entertaining posts, but the depth of each one is merely a droplet--100 pictures that make you instantly laugh, aww, or facepalm will get 100x the engagement of 1 nuanced piece of writing or art in the same amount of time, after all. The result is an overwhelm of vapidity, giving you only a few seconds to react with your gut before moving on, atrophying the sense of any higher judgement, critical thinking, or situational context--this is how the Algorithm sucks your brain out through your eyes. And for producers, the opportunity for social riches, perhaps even virality, is tantalizing, but requires reducing your expression into the simplest black-and-white terms in order to meet these fast-food quality standards. Your full self would take too long to digest, so the Algorithm only takes the thin veneer you give it. Besides, your potential outreach is so large that this is the way that most people will know about you, so do you even need the rest?

This is the place from which Bo Burnham has been launching his criticisms for years. He bemoans the society of the spectacle he is in which finds significance in the mere images, the mere simulacra of a full human experience--the mere stage performance. At first, it was just himself and his fellow stage entertainers and the like. But it has grown to be much bigger than him, even bigger than the entertainment industry at large. Social media has brought this performative behavior into the everyday lives and interactions of billions of people, mediated entirely by the engagement-hungry algorithm monster.

And then in 2020, that monster became the only game in town.

It’s a Beautiful Day to Stay Inside

Inside was written, directed, shot, and edited entirely by Bo Burnham himself, filmed in one room of his house during the pandemic. Naturally, it’s a totally different format from a live stage performance—as we've already seen, Bo isn't afraid to play with format and medium, and the single-room constraint breeds quite a lot of creativity in production design. He uses disco balls, phone lights, laser projectors, and more to light and color the room uniquely for each song and skit, and has cameras recording from several angles.

And right in the opening song, Burnham starts off well aware that Inside itself will be just another drop in the bottomless trough of media to consume. ‘Content’, the song’s name, is apt for when the depth or quality of the thing isn't as important as the attention and engagement it draws, a natural consequence of competition in an infinitely vast landscape of spectacle and stimulus. An oft-repeated adage goes, “content is an advertising term for the stuff that goes between the ads.” Another consequence, multi-screening, treats the media as merely passive or atmospheric, just noise to fill the room, and is commonplace enough that it's affecting how streaming giants like Netflix are making their shows. (At the beginning of Inside's second act, Bo asks, “Am I on in the background? Are you on your phone?”)

[image: ]

“Look, I made you some content! Daddy made you your favorite, open wide”.

A few songs revolve around specific social apps, like FaceTime With My Mom (Tonight), Sexting, and White Woman's Instagram. Each of them use some clever camera work and visuals to reflect their subject, and each one details its respective app’s limited potential for connection and sincerity. For FaceTime with My Mom (Tonight), The camera frame becomes portrait mode, Burnham’s face is lit only by the phone in front of him or by nocturnal blue room lighting, and many of the shots are close-up on his head, as it looks during a video call. The lyrics detail the ways that Bo’s mom struggles to interface with her phone (struggles that are shared by many of the pre-smartphone generations), and while it's played for laughs, Bo is also shown irately yelling in frustration by the song's end.
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“My mother’s covering her camera with her thumb, I’ll waste my time FaceTiming with my mom”.

Sexting narrates an awkward conversation between Bo and a hypothetical sexting partner, and the humor mostly comes from the medium being limited—emojis get misunderstood, flirty jokes don’t quite land, and the conversation ends abruptly when his phone dies and he’s alone again. Emojis and chat windows are projected onto the wall and onto himself, literally reducing his actual figure to the background and putting the texts center stage.
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“It isn’t sex, it’s the next best thing.”

White Woman's Instagram rattles off a list of simple pleasures and kitschy items that one might find on Insta--especially an Insta pushed by the Algorithm to be simple and amusing. Burnham visually complements this with his own series of filtered, artfully composed vignettes, cropped to the square Instagram frame. Juxtaposed with the rest of the special, it carries an air of “ignorance is bliss”; no reasons to be sad, just poems in the sand, latte foam art, and fuzzy socks. None of the vignettes carry any serious depth, and each can be understood in the few seconds that you’re given to hear or see them; the tempo reflective of a typical scrolling session.
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“Is this heaven? Or am I looking at a white woman’s Instagram?”

But something changes in the song’s bridge. We stay with one scene for longer than a few seconds, and see it from two camera angles. The camera frame widens back out to full screen. Burnham sings about a photo of the titular woman’s mom, passed away a decade ago, and a grieving letter put in the caption. And in no time after it’s ended, the third verse returns us to a new slew of quick, composed shots and one-line descriptions. This is a crucial moment in the song, in the whole special, that shows both the beauty and tragedy of the experiential distillation that social media elicits from its users. The beauty is that, though the pictures are shallow, they still come from a full, living, breathing human, trying to just focus on and share some positivity with people online. The tragedy is, because the pictures are shallow, it’s very easy for those on the other side of the screen to forget that, and be taken by surprise when an earnest, heartfelt post enters the feed.
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The camera frame doesn’t even hold at full screen before immediately being squished back down to the Instagram square for the remainder of the song. The earnest bridge slowed things down momentarily, but the content engine will not be halted so easily, and anything that would slow it down gets reduced and thrust along. In a brief scene between bits, Burnham directly pans the vapidity depicted by these songs, suggesting that “maybe the flattening of the entire subjective human experience into a lifeless exchange of value [...] maybe that, as a way of life, forever…maybe that’s, um, not good.”

This flattening enables the content engines to churn onward, faster and faster, to the point of overwhelming hyperstimulation from all directions. Burnham asks an absent audience, when pretending to do live stand-up: “Is it necessary that every single person on this planet expresses every single opinion that they have on every single thing that occurs, all at the same time? Is that necessary? Or to ask it a slightly different way, can anyone shut the fuck up?”

The end result of this is depicted in the song Welcome to the Internet, a culminating moment of the special (and Burnham’s entire career, really). Burnham plays an upbeat, minor-key polka on the keys, evoking a sort of dark carnival, and he sings in a deep voice as the Algorithm itself, personified as the sinister ringleader behind it all. The lyrics outline the bargain: “Just nod or shake your head and we’ll do the rest,” “We’ve got a million different ways to engage”. He lists things you can do online, but they whiplash between useful, silly, or fun, and harmful, dangerous, or gruesome, at a disorienting, frantic pace. At its fastest, the camera angles begin to switch quickly and zoom in on Burnham’s face, giving a sense of being surrounded everywhere you look by the swirl of content closing in on you.
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“Here’s a healthy breakfast option you should kill your mom, here’s why women never fuck you here’s how you can build a bomb.”

The Faustian nature of social media is laid bare by the chorus, one of Inside’s key passages: “Could I interest you in everything all of the time? A little bit of everything, all of the time? Apathy’s a tragedy and boredom is a crime.” The Algorithm’s feeds have got whatever you could possibly want, but also whatever you don’t, in the same place, pushed to the maximum density that one’s attention span can handle, and then some. Being disinterested isn’t just frowned upon, it’s completely unacceptable--and this is baked in at the software level, intentionally. The bridge of the song expands on this: “We set our sights and spent our nights waiting…for you! You, insatiable you! Mommy let you use her iPad, you were barely two, and it did all the things we designed it to do. Now look at you! Unstoppable, watchable. Your time is now, your inside’s out, honey how you grew!” In the first verse, “welcome to the internet” felt like a greeting, but now it’s an initiation--’Welcome to the internet, you are part of it now.’

When the hyperstimulating feeds become omnipresent--as they were for many during the pandemic--they become a kind of hyperreality, more real and important than the actual waking world. While pretending to do live stand-up alone, shirtless with disheveled hair, he admits that he’s succumbed to the same mindset:

“I’ve learned something over this last year, which is pretty funny. I’ve learned that real-world human-to-human tactile contact will kill you, and that all human interaction--whether it be social, political, spiritual, sexual, or interpersonal, should be contained in the much more safe, much more real, interior digital space. That the outside world, the non-digital world, is merely a theatrical space in which one stages and records content for the much more real, much more vital, digital space. One should only engage with the outside world as one engages with a coal mine: suit up, gather what is needed, and return to the surface.”

Burnham noticed this same mindset in young people even before the pandemic, too. In that same interview linked earlier, Burnham explains:

“Kids are walking through this, like, meta-virtual reality world. It’s not that they think the world in their phone is real, it’s that they think the real world is virtual: that this is just a thing to be seen, and everything I’m doing is actually a performance that can be captured and looked back on at any moments. And I’m not living moments, I’m planning moments to look back on them. It’s very very strange.”

The following song, That Funny Feeling, shows by example this high contrast between the outside-unreality and the inside-hyperreality of modern digital-dominant culture. It’s a stripped-back acoustic tune, where Burnham plays guitar in the light of a fake campfire, in front of a projected image of trees--a simulated ‘outside’. His lyrics are a listed smorgasbord of things that evoke this contrast, and similar to his older work, that includes several examples of insincerity in the outside world, like the pandering rainbow capitalism that spiked around 2020. But instead of simply criticizing it, he’s now showing how it contributes to this overall loss of a sense of reality, in tandem with the misalignments of digital life.
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“Stunning 8K resolution meditation app. In honor of the revolution, it’s half off at The Gap.”

For Burnham, it feels like there is no way to escape That Funny Feeling except through impending doom--in his case, climate change and rising oceans--but ends the song by framing this as a relief. “Hey, what can you say, we were overdue. But it’ll be over soon, just wait,” he sings with a smile.

Robert’s Been a Little Depressed

As one might expect from someone feeling this way, Burnham's mental health starts off precarious at the beginning of the special, and only slides downward from there. Burnham's entertainer-guilt that first appeared back in Art Is Dead has returned, and just like in all of his previous specials, he takes the song Comedy to question the point of comedy and whether making jokes even matters in a world full of suffering. In what, he called it a sociopathic way to capitalize on people's emotions. In Make Happy, he says the world is not funny and laughter can't solve its problems. Now in Inside, with the world’s problems so much more prominent and political wokeness at the forefront, this questioning now includes plenty of guilt for being rich, white, and privileged. He asks “Oh shit, should I be joking at a time like this?” but then sarcastically concludes that he can heal the whole world of any problem with the power of his comedy, and that he’s going to use his privilege (not just as a comedian, but as a white guy) for good: “if you wake up in a house that's full of smoke, don't panic, call me and I'll tell you a joke”.

The white guilt and cynicism don't end there. In his faux-children’s song How the World Works, he sings about the wonders of nature and how “everything works together”, but then pulls out a sock puppet named Socko to explain that the world is actually built with “blood, genocide, and exploitation”. When asking the sock puppet how he can help the situation, saying that he wants to become a better person, Socko retorts “Why do you rich fucking white people insist on seeing every sociopolitical conflict through the myopic lens of your own self-actualization? This isn't about you!” Burnham responds to this by threatening to take the sock off--placing himself in the position of the oppressor to Socko’s voice of dissent--after which it is forced to obey, leading into a final chorus of “That's how the world works.”
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“I hope you learned your lesson.” “I did, and it hurt!” “That’s how…” “...it works.”

And while this is the song’s main thrust, one can also see the connections back to the Algorithmic flattening from before. Socko’s hot political takes might have a grain of truth to them, but they're mostly a bunch of inflammatory one-liners without much critical depth or nuance--more akin to gotcha-level discourse on Twitter or 4chan than a nuanced model of the world. The same misalignments and algorithmic flattening happens in the same way to political beliefs and ideologies just as much as it does to lived experiences (maybe even moreso, with all the emotions that political discussion gets embroiled in). If these snappy, attention-grabbing claims like these make up the majority of one's exposure to ideological discourse of any kind, then their rhetoric will be warped to match--especially at the ludicrous, firehose pace of social media feeds, faster than their critical thinking can keep up with.

Burnham tackles his internal guilt further in the song Problematic. Similar to the last two songs, this one parodies the type of people who claim they want to improve, but focus way more on loudly announcing that claim than actually working on it--another flavor of insincerity that is often leveraged for engagement online, especially in the social environment of 2020. He sings about regretting his past actions and the offensive jokes he used to write, but all the while he’s getting sweaty with exercise equipment and striking sexy poses, literally fetishizing his own self-improvement. “My bed is empty and I'm getting cold, isn't anybody gonna hold me accountable?” He’s so insistent on this that he takes the second verse to apologize for the first verse. (This quick turnaround also mirrors the speed of online criticism, like the line “the backlash to the backlash to the thing that’s just begun” from That Funny Feeling.) And what over-dramatized, self-indulgent plea for forgiveness is complete without a nod to crucifixion?
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“And I’m really fucking sorryyyyyyyy…”

Before Problematic starts, though, there is a brief scene of Burnham watching his old videos with a vague look of shame on his face--so while it’s mostly a satire, it also has within it a sincere apology for his past work.

Bo Burnham’s mental health continues to decline as his time spent inside drags out to over a year. He makes a parody reaction video to one of his own songs, then reacts to that reaction video, and so on again, using the comedic meta-frame to reveal the extensive introspection he goes through about himself and his work.
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“Self awareness does not absolve anybody of anything.”

He also turns 30 while making the special, and spends a whole song mourning his youth, finishing it by singing that he'll ‘do another ten’ then kill himself. Afterwards, he tells the viewer not to kill themselves, but hesitates and struggles when coming up with reasons why. The shot of Burnham talking to us is then projected onto Burnham's shirt as he sits, looking pensive--framing it not just as a call to his viewers, but as his inner voice calling to himself.
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“Alas, when you kill yourself, you’re dead forever. And we shouldn’t be dead forever, yet. So let’s not, right?”

He also does a pair of short songs simply about feeling like shit and getting panic attacks, and both use upbeat tempos and colorful lighting for both of them as a funny juxtaposition.
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“My vision starts to flatten, my heart it gets to tappin, and I think I’m gonna die!”

He starts to lose composure, knocking over cameras in anger, or barely managing to say “I, am…not well…” before breaking down sobbing. This leads right into the song All Eyes On Me, where Bo is at the brink. He slurs instructions to a canned audience through down-pitched autotune, camera crossfading through multiple angles at once. It's disorienting, but a moment of clarity breaks through when Bo sings “You say the ocean’s rising, like I give a shit, you say the whole world’s ending, honey it already did. You're not gonna slow it, heaven knows you tried. Got it? Good, now get inside”. It's the full resignation that he's been building to, the full admittance that life as we knew it is over and the only course now is to stay inside, stay online, “where everybody knows everybody”. Despite all of Burnham’s criticism, the hyperreality of social media has triumphed.
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“We’re going to go where everybody knows, everybody knows, everybody…”

It’s a Beautiful Day to Stay Inside

The special, and its surrounding circumstances, may have us believe that this would never have happened without the isolation of the pandemic. But Burnham, as an Internet-based performer since adolescence, was exposed and beholden to the whims of the Internet even before the modem Algorithm took shape--and as the conclusion of Inside suggests, he knows his fate has been self-imposed. In the song Look Who's Inside Again, he points out that he's back to making music in one room just like he used to when just starting out—and that while he didn't choose to stay here this time, part of him—the part that was getting panic attacks while performing on stage—actually prefers it. The last line frames the stage performance as a kind of threat against him, or a sort of punishment for wanting to stay isolated.

The final song, Goodbye, reiterates Burnham's resignation in its chorus: “So this is how it ends, I promise to never go outside again”. At its end, it goes through a reprise medley of several songs in the special, but inverting their messaging. Firstly, he admits that he himself has fallen prey to the never-ending hyperstimulation of Welcome to the Internet: “Wanna guess the ending, if it ever does? I swear to God that all I ever wanted was a little bit of everything all of the time, a little bit of everything all of the time. Apathy's a tragedy and boredom is a crime, I'm finished playing and I'm staying inside.”

Then he admits that, despite it being portrayed as pointless in the beginning, Burnham himself finds relief and meaning in his comedy—but he can't even fully accept this in his final line. The internal conflict isn't fully resolved, but for once we see a glimmer of sincerity under the cynicism: “If I wake up in a house that's full of smoke, I'll panic, so call me up and tell me a joke. When I'm fully irrelevant and totally broken, dammit, call me up and tell me a joke. Oh shit, you're really joking at a time like this?”

The final words are a reprise of Look Who's Inside Again, sung by a disembodied voice while Burnham sits naked in the spotlight. In this, the raw truth is exposed: despite the cabin fever, the limited human connection, the derealization—despite that funny feeling, or perhaps in response to it—he still prefers staying inside to performing, and prefers both to seriously grappling with reality.
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“Well, well, look who’s inside again, went out to look for a reason to hide again. Well, well, buddy you found it. Now come out with your hands up, we’ve got you surrounded.”

In the final scene, Burnham finally opens the door and steps outside, into a spotlight. An audience applauds from out of frame. He turns around and tries to go back in, but the door is locked. The audience laughs hysterically while he struggles to go back inside. Cut, now this scene is being projected onto a wall. Burnham is watching the projection, watching himself suffer on stage, while the audience keeps laughing. He cracks a smile. Roll credits.

Art is a Lie, Nothing is Real

As much as Bo Burnham makes it clear that his misery is largely his own doing, he also makes it clear that it's played up for the camera. Remember, “nothing up here is authentic, but at least I have the decency to tell you”. There are several moments peppered throughout Inside where Bo reminds us that this is a production for you the audience, and that he's not to be trusted directly. Instead of being carefully edited out of the shots, most of the lighting and audio/video equipment is obvious in the frame. The cluttered room itself is the backdrop of several scenes (also serving as a symbol of Burnham’s declining mental state and escalating cabin fever). The songs and skits are intercut with raw footage of him setting up lights and testing cameras. Many of the songs end without cutting away, and you get to watch as he drops his performing face, exhales, and tries another take. In several scenes where Burnham monologues to the camera, a mirror puts the camera itself in the center of the frame—we, the observer, are the main focus. He starts the finale Goodbye after having gotten a haircut, and says “possible ending song that is not finished yet, test, take one,” then it fades to a full rendition of that song pre-haircut. At the beginning of That Funny Feeling, he apologizes for not being able to play guitar or sing very well, then he does both just fine. In his emotional breakdowns, the camera and equipment are still the main subject of the shot. How many takes did he get of himself sobbing or storming off, I wonder?
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The meta-awareness and performative exaggeration here blurs the line muddies the waters a bit between exactly how miserable he really was at the time of making Inside. But I think from Burnham's career history, his tenuous situationships with live comedy and Internet fame, it's clear that most of the feelings captured in the special come from a genuine place. And like so many situationships, he can't help but stick around despite the toxicity and continue performing. He likes it, he's good at it, and it helps keep him a little more sane (especially during the pandemic). From the opening song Content: “Robert’s been a little depressed (noo), so today I'm gonna try just getting up, sitting down, going back to work. Might not help, but still it couldn't hurt. I'm sitting down, writing jokes, making silly songs…” From the first talking head, welcoming us to the show: “I hope this special can maybe do for you what it’s done for me these last couple months, which is to distract me from wanting to but a bullet into my head with a gun.” And from a later talking head: “If I finish this special, that means that I have to not work on it anymore, and that means I have to just live my life. And so, I’m not gonna do that, and I’m not gonna finish the special, and I’m gonna work on it forever I think.”

So Long, Goodbye

I do not wish to condone Burnham’s cynicism by praising Inside. The Internet is still a wonderful boon for humanity, and social media is no small part of that. There are at least just as many ways to engage online healthily and honestly--like, say, writing a long-form media review for a blog--as there are to get addicted or manipulated by algorithmic feeds. With every passing year we cultivate a better understanding of the detriments to social media, encourage its use in moderation, and build up our cognitive immune systems to better withstand engagement bait. The story of Bo Burnham’s career is a cautionary tale of what can happen without these defenses, and Inside is its capstone. It isn’t perfectly timeless--its wokeness and anti-capitalist slant already feel rather dated and cringe (though they do serve as a good time capsule of the vibes in 2020)--but barring that, it still stands today as a comprehensive illustration of the social challenges of this digital era, and a master proof of creativity from constraint. Give it a watch yourself sometime soon to see if you agree--just remember afterwards to get some sun and touch some grass outside.




Islamic Geometric Patterns

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]
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A set of wooden doors in Gallery 456 of the Met

Gallery 456, also known as The Moroccan Court, was built in 2011 during the most recent renovation of the museum’s Islamic arts wing. Seeking to showcase not just Islamic artifacts, but also the cultural continuity of the art forms themselves, the museum commissioned a team of Moroccan artisans to build a 14th-century style Maghrebi-Andalusian courtyard on-site. Historical artifacts were interwoven with new creations, produced using historically accurate methods including hand-cut zellij tilework, carved cedar moldings, and filigreed plaster. Among these new creations were also the wooden doors shown above, which appear to mimic the style of grand portals found in _madrasa_s.
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Doorways to one of the study rooms in the Bou Inania Madrasa

Curiously, after finally visiting the Islamic arts wing of The Met earlier this year, I noticed that the geometric designs on these doors are rather imperfect.

The aim of the project was to create an architectural centerpiece that could be experienced much like a traditional Islamic home or mosque. As such, the finished gallery includes no labels beside the objects on display. Instead, an interactive display nearby explains the concept and construction of The Moroccan Court. In these notes the curators lavish praise on the wall tile patterns and the arches but said little about the doors, so I had to make some educated guesses about their provenance and design. In the end, I believe these are made by the same team that made the highlighted zellij and arches, but there are genuine blunders in their execution here. I would like to explain why I think so and share some broader insights one might gain from such an exercise.

The Familiar Unfamiliarity

If I were to take a guess, Islamic geometric patterns, like many forms of decorative art, probably occupy a vague and under-defined space in most people’s minds. Up until a few years ago, if someone had asked me to describe them, I probably could have listed a few general features but definitely would have been unable to create an example. Further, if presented with several patterns, some expertly executed and some not so much, I likely would have struggled to distinguish the masterful from the amateurish. This is perhaps not unlike how people have difficulty picking out the correct double storey “g” from a lineup. In general, we enjoy decorations, but we don’t think too deeply about them, and we can’t always tell the excellent from the good, or the good from the mediocre.

That said, Islamic geometric patterns as a genre are quite distinguishable from other decorative traditions. These designs incorporate, or at least imply, both translational symmetry (such that a section of the design can be repeated to fill the plane) and point symmetries (exhibited by complex star- or flower-like patterns clustered around various foci). They feature interlocking or interlacing lines that suggest an infinitely continuing weave, as if executed by a meticulous yet imaginative artisan who knows precisely where to bend and twist the threads to surprise you at every turn.

Such creations clearly can’t be arbitrary. In fact, a few conventions are generally observed for a design to be recognized as part of the genre. Skilled artists, of course, break these rules to create novel patterns or to address specific contextual demands. However, disregarding them haphazardly risks producing designs that appear incoherent and amateurish.

To pare it down to the essentials, the first few rules all serve to maintain the impression that the designs are formed by interweaving lines that either extend infinitely or connect into loops. First, lines should never terminate except at the boundary of the entire design. In practice, inexperienced artists often violate this rule by allowing lines to end at intersections, creating T-shaped junctions. Second, lines must maintain their direction before and after crossing another line. In other words, lines should not change direction at an intersection point. This issue commonly arises when a designer copies elements from existing pieces that do not align properly due to mismatched orientations or incompatible angles. They may attempt to fill in the gaps by improvising the connective tissue but end up losing the tussle against geometry. Third, within a single design, lines should only turn or intersect at a limited set of compatible angles. These angles are usually derived from a basic “seed” angle by taking its complement, doubling it, halving it, or combining angles together. This ensures that any pair of line segments will either be parallel or form a few fixed angles, establishing a harmonious geometric relationship between them and an orderly aesthetic.
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Highlighted in blue: a T-junction and a line that bends at the intersection
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The second set of rules addresses the framing and scaling of geometric patterns. The complexity of a pattern should suit the size of the surface that it covers: intricate designs should not be used on small areas, nor should large areas be tiled with overly simple patterns. The latter is a more common issue in modern attempts. Another convention holds that when a design features large star-like elements, the border of the design should align with the centers of these stars, with the corners of the canvas also coinciding with the centers of the stars. This ensures that even incomplete elements at the edges and corners retain as much rotational symmetry as possible, avoiding distorted or asymmetric shapes that only appear along the boundary.
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An asymmetric shape (note the green vs blue regions) created by ad-hoc modifications to the design and a design whose natural border (in white) is smaller than the frame
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In case it isn’t already apparent, the examples of rule violations mentioned above are all from the Metropolitan Museum. Specifically, the above figures are from the lower panels of the doors in The Moroccan court, and previous two examples are from a set of ceiling panels overlooking Ottoman carpets and armors in Gallery 459.

How (not) to fake it

Interestingly, when artists untrained in the methods of constructing Islamic geometric patterns make the mistakes mentioned above, they often fall into the same failure mode. A large number of geometric patterns have been extracted from historical examples and published in various collections, making it easy for a modern designer to look them up and reuse them. They typically recognize that these patterns can be generated by repeating a small unit, like wallpaper. Thus, when they find a design they like, they may cut out a portion and tile their canvas with it. However, the tiling unit they choose often does not correspond to the actual repeating unit, resulting in awkward seams where mismatched lines join at incongruous angles and form undesirable shapes. Even when the correct tile is used, the designer might fail to fit the region precisely. As a result, some may simply stretch the pattern, destroying the point symmetries in the process. Others allow the patterns to be cut off mid-design. A more conscientious artist might try to fill in the gaps manually if the tiles fall short of the boundaries. However, without knowledge of construction methods or an understanding of the constraints outlined earlier, they often extend the patterns in ways that produce incorrect joints, asymmetric shapes, or awkward bends.

I don’t want to accuse the creators of the Met’s door panels of falling into these traps, since by all accounts they are skilled artisans, trained in an unbroken tradition and fully aware of what they’re doing, while I’m just a nerd. But the issue remains: the alterations there created terminating lines and asymmetry where continuing lines and symmetry are expected.

Notably, on this set of doors, the rails and stiles around the geometric design are of roughly equal widths on all sides, which might seem like an obvious choice. However, an artist sticking to the norms of the geometric design would instead accept the compromise of padding around the pattern, sacrificing up the equalness of the frame for the harmony of the design — an approach exemplified by the following minbar doors from 14th century Cairo, also in the Met’s collection.
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A pair of minbar doors from the Mosque of Al-Amir Qawsun

One possible explanation is that, maybe these “mistakes” are simply common compromises made routinely, even in well-regarded examples of geometric patterns. After all, some of the instances I cited above clearly came from historical objects. The ceiling in Gallery 459 is clearly weathered, faded, and museum-worthy.
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Zoomed-out view of the ceiling in Gallery 459

This ceiling has an interesting provenance. It dates to 16th century Spain. The Met describes it “a testament to the resilience and persistence of traditional Islamic design in Andalusia after the Christian Reconquista”. Its “somewhat uneven geometric pattern” is explained as the result of an adaptation from a smaller piece designed for a smaller and more symmetric space, so compromises had to be made.
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The center panel of the ceiling. Note the lack of horizontal or vertical symmetry in the lines surrounding the octagon in the center

However, in my view, these broken lines signal a break in the tradition. To be fair, this particular design is a difficult one to adapt. The non-planar surface is inherently challenging to work with, and the original artist made the bold choice of combining nine- and twelve-fold stars on an octagonal ceiling. Stretching and patching together such a design was never going to be easy. But the artisans responsible for the adaptation either did not know or did not care about the aesthetic norms of geometric patterns, as the centerpiece of the ceiling fails even to preserve mirror symmetry. It’s also somewhat amusing to consider that the patron likely didn’t mind or even notice the discordant details.

Although admittedly I have not combed through the Met’s collection exhaustively, aside from these two examples — one recent, the other from a milieu that had just suffered a major political and cultural disruption — I have not personally found other obvious instances of wonky geometric patterns. Thus, I’m inclined to believe that the norms are robust, and the deviations are aberrations.

How to make it

I have criticized the wrong methods — copy-and-paste and ad-hoc invention — for creating Islamic geometric patterns, along with the unfortunate results they can produce. Yet even copying relies on the original invention of patterns, which presumably used the proper techniques. So what are those proper techniques?

Serendipitously, they are illustrated explicitly in the following jali, or perforated stone screen, from the Mughal empire, also on display at The Metropolitan Museum.
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Notice that this screen actually breaks one of the key rules listed in the first section — there are numerous three-branch junctions. Setting that aside for the moment, a closer look reveals two distinct types of lines in the design: the first is slightly thicker and protrudes higher, while the second is thinner and slightly recessed, extending and weaving in a (mostly) typical fashion.

The rule-breaking is partly justified by the jali’s material and function. Viewed from indoors against sunlight, the openwork window would appear as a web of shadows. Under such conditions, the fine details needed to create an interlacing effect are difficult to discern and could also compromise the structural integrity of the stone. Therefore, the artist is justified in omitting interlacing altogether. Without interlacing, the “no T-junction” rule need not be strictly enforced, except for aesthetic purposes. Additional lines that create T-junctions may be added as long as they harmonize with the overall design. The thick protruding lines in the jali play this role.

A keen observer will also notice that these thick lines enclose three polygonal shapes that tile the area, as illustrated below. This turns out to be a hint at how most Islamic geometric patterns are constructed.
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The three types of polygons bounded by the thick lines in the jali
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The polygonal tiling created by the thick lines

Now let’s look at the thin pattern lines. Within the boundaries of each polygon, the most noticeable shapes are probably the five-pointed stars in each pentagon. A closer look will reveal pairs of larger five-pointed stars inscribed in the decagons as well — one pointing upward, the other downward. These highly symmetric geometric figures make the design visually fun to look at.

However, I want to draw attention to the fact that all these shapes share the same vertex angle of 36 degrees, with their vertices positioned at the midpoints of the polygon edges. This holds true even for the non-regular hexagons, which enclose pairs of swift shapes rather than stars. Zooming in on the edges, we observe that two pattern lines meet at the midpoint of each edge, each forming a fixed angle of 72 degrees with it. As a result, when any pair of these polygonal tiles are lined up edge-to-edge, we can trace the pattern lines within one tile to the edge, where they intersect and continue seamlessly, without bending or breaking, into the neighboring tile.
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The same tiles as above with pattern lines added

From the above observations, we have discovered a method of construction. Begin with a set of polygonal tiles that can tile the plane. Choose a seed angle. From the midpoint of each edge of every tile, draw symmetric pattern lines. These lines must be symmetric around the midpoint and form the chosen angle. When a pattern line originating from one edge intersects a pattern line from a neighboring edge, terminate both lines so that they form a single, continuous line. This line will appear to enter the tile at the midpoint of one edge, turn in a new direction, and exit through the midpoint of another edge. Finally, tile the plane with these completed polygonal tiles. As if by magic, the pattern lines will connect into a geometric pattern that perfectly adheres to the rules of line arrangement.
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Adding pattern line to each polygonal tile creates the geometric design

This pattern is based on one set of polygonal tiles and a specific arrangement of them. There are many families of such tiles based on regular polygons, helpfully classified by Jay Bonner and Craig Kaplan in their tome Islamic Geometric Patterns according to the order of rotational symmetry of the largest regular polygon in the set. Additionally, there are numerous ways to fill the plane with these tiles (some examples of regular polygonal tilings can be found here). Given a set of polygonal tiles, various — though not arbitrary — seed angles can be chosen. The choices of tiling and seed angles have the strongest influence on the resulting pattern. An experienced artist can intuitively select the appropriate tiling scheme and seed angle to suit their intentions without needing to plot out the entire design.
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Two different designs based on the same tiling (own work). The first has a seed angle of 90 degrees, and the second 135 degrees. However the difference between interlacing vs colored tile treatment also gives them completely distinct characters.
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While the process described so far may seem systematic and rigid, there are also non-systematic aspects that greatly increase the variety. For example, observant readers may have noticed that the pattern lines in the decagonal tile don’t strictly follow from the method described so far. To achieve the nested star shape, the pattern lines emanating from the edges are extended until they intersect with a second line. This adjustment enhances visual appeal in the largest and most prominent tile in the design. It also balances the density of pattern lines, preventing a large open space from appearing in the center of the decagons.

The special treatment of high-symmetry points is far from the only variation. One major alternative is non-systematic designs that only approximate regular polygonal tilings. These are much more difficult to create. Allow me to demonstrate with one of my own attempts and the sketch that helped me figure out the tiling. The top half of the double door in the Moroccan Court, featuring a large central element with 40-fold symmetry, would have also required non-systematic methods.
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A non-systematic design combining 12-fold, 10-fold, and 8-fold point stars, and the sketch used to create the underlying tiling
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Still, it is possible to create new and interesting designs by remixing existing patterns or introducing geometric elements that might ordinarily seem incongruous. A beautiful example of this approach can actually be found in the Moroccan Court in the wall zellij.

In the “making-of” video created by The Met, they explained their intention to adapt a design from the Alhambra to suit the Moroccan context they aimed to create. The design process was challenging, described by the curator as a medieval ordeal, involving cutting and pasting figures traced on paper with scissors and even plotting directly on the walls, as the designs were too complex and constrained for computer design software to handle effectively. This is just an educated guess, but I surmise that the main difficulty is that the original Alhambra design was for a panel shorter than this one, so the design had to be scaled up somehow. Simply stretching design would look too crude since the component tiles would be very large, while tiling the design multiple times would look monotonous. In the end, they did some clever cutting and pasting, and made it work.
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The design in The Met's Moroccan Court compared to a design from the Alhambra

The original Alhambra design was dominated by stars with 16-fold symmetry (I’ll call them daisies), lining the edges and alternating with another type of star in the middle row. The Met’s adaptation incorporates more square-tipped stars (I’ll call them zinnias). Substituting one star for the other is not particularly difficult in this case, because both stars are the same size and fit in the same surroundings. This substitution created some unexpected effects. The zinnias have lower symmetry (8-fold) than the daisies (16-fold). As a result, the double lines in each petal create cross shapes that emphasize the vertical, horizontal, and 45 degree axes. This visually reinforces the placement of daisies on a square grid. The denser white tiles in the zinnias also makes the wall brighter overall, enhancing the illusion that this indoor space might be an outdoor courtyard.

The hyperreality

Umberto Eco’s famous essay Travels in Hyperreality about “America’s obsession with simulacra and counterfeit reality”, says this about museums that amalgamate the fake and the authentic: “This brings us to the theme of the Last Beach, the apocalyptic philosophy that more or less explicitly rules these reconstructions: Europe is declining into barbarism and something has to be saved.” The whole essay is a heady mix of wry travelogues and erudite alarmism, which I had a hard time fully understanding (or deciding if it’s cool to quote in this day and age), but this visit to the Met actually kind of made me get it.

The Moroccan Court is intended as a magical space. Visitors step through lacy pink stucco arches into a lively courtyard, complete with a gently bubbling fountain and vibrant wall panels. The colorful designs carve out flower-like patterns in dark tones, evoking an airy, shaded retreat just beyond the walls. There are no explanatory signs for each object — you are meant to experience them on immediate, non-verbal terms.

At the center of one wall stands a set of large wooden double doors, perhaps inspired by the entrance to a study in a madrasa in Fez. Being in an art museum, you wouldn’t attempt to open them, knowing better than to touch the artwork. But it is clear in any case that these doors don’t lead anywhere, and at that moment, you see through the illusion. You probably won’t even notice the flaw in the geometric pattern on the doors, but I think it hints at why the illusion ultimately falls short.

Museums often create spaces similar to the Moroccan Court in their galleries. Most often they consist of an array of furniture and decorative objects from a particular period and region, arranged to approximate a bedroom, drawing room, or study. Visitors are encouraged to engage with the objects individually, aided by laminated diagrams naming each piece along with its origin and date. Walking through such a gallery, you are invited to immerse yourself in the atmosphere, but the display remains largely informative and functional. There are interstitial objects that may initially seem authentic, but visitors are unlikely to feel disappointed upon learning otherwise, as the authenticity of the space is secondary to the authenticity of the objects. The setting simply illustrates where a card table might be placed and how vases and statuettes would be arranged on the mantel. There is no need to believe that someone once lived here, where every detail was planned according to their taste and needs.

Alternatively, the museum might reconstruct or relocate an entire room, using original objects in their original positions. In this case, the room itself becomes fully authentic, and visitors are encouraged to take it in as a whole. The Met’s Damascus Room is in fact such a space — a genuine and complete slice of late Ottoman Syria relocated to New York. Standing at the threshold (you are fenced out of the room by acrylic barriers, as the floor tiles are part of the exhibit), you admire it from a respectful distance, but are nevertheless invited into an experience that feels wholly foreign in space and time.

The Moroccan Court is similar to the Damascus Room in that you are asked to believe you are somewhere else. However, unlike the Damascus Room, the Moroccan Court had no prior existence before it was installed here. There is no specific Moroccan Court being recreated; the space functions as a hallway connecting galleries, with glass display cases visible on either side. The logic of a true courtyard does not actually apply — there can’t realistically be a study on the other side of the heavy double doors, the stuccoed arches need not blend with similarly ornate walls, and the floor is not tiled in the same scheme as the walls. The Met sought to capture a living, thriving artistic tradition in this space, but I don’t think they quite succeeded. It is neither a true spacetime capsule, like the Damascus Room, nor a typical immersive gallery, which alerts the visitor of its informational nature. Instead, it is an amalgam of creations from that tradition, attempting to convince you of the authenticity of the space through a sleight of hand.

So I think there is another story to be told here. Instead of a triumphant narrative of continuation, there is a quieter story of loss.

As a historical benchmark for the loss of ancient cultural treasures, people like to point to the Library of Alexandria. But historians have largely debunked the idea that Caesar, Saladin, or the Mongols set fire to it. Instead, I’m reminded of a Chinese emperor of the southern Liang dynasty in the mid 500s. In his early years, one of his older brothers — an eminent literati like himself — composed an eloquent letter lamenting the literary trends of the day. Anthropomorphizing rather gratuitously, he decried the corruption of good style by his contemporaries: “Were it not for its muteness, could the sooty ink be compelled by their brushes to stain? Were it not for its senselessness, could the reams of paper suffer their hands to flutter and crimp at will? Terrible is the sweeping inundation of letters — how has it come to this!” Years later, when the empire was in dire straits, the younger brother had the crown thrusted upon him. Eventually, with the capital besieged with no hope of rescue, he set fire to the hundreds of thousands of volumes in the imperial library, declaring, “The way of letters and the virtue of arms both shall come to an end tonight!”

Besides the dark irony — as if he took his brother’s disdain for “the sweeping inundation of letters” to heart and sent every piece of paper up in flames — I am captivated by the fact that this anecdote and the early communication between the princes survive, in such perfect dramatic contrast. While the veracity of such episodes can be debated, it seems fair to say people are drawn to these stories of spectacular loss, which in a way become stand-ins for the lost cultural treasures themselves.

But the Library of Alexandria wasn’t destroyed in a great conflagration. It gradually lost patronage, suffered from political instability, declined in prestige compared to rival institutions, and eventually met its end in obscurity. In the same way, the loss of an art tradition is rarely dramatic. Most of the time, no stories are left behind.

However, if you see through the sleight of hand of the “living” courtyard, if you notice the untidy lines and asymmetric patterns, maybe you will be reminded of the tangible process of making art. Then you might look deeper, past the interlocking tiles and vibrant glazes, to glimpse the invisible polygonal grids and pattern lines beneath, and use them as guides to feel the rhythm and rhyme of this individual artwork as well as the history behind it. In that way, those frayed edges are not merely shorthands for loss — they are seeds, quietly waiting to resprout in you.

Epilogue: Lingering thoughts

The method I described of constructing Islamic geometric patterns, called the polygonal technique by Jay Bonner, accounts for most of the variation in bare-bones geometric form, that is, how the lines are placed, where they turn, and where they intersect. But of course, there is a lot more to a finished piece.

Even at the pictorial level, choices must be made about how to develop the lines. The pattern lines might be thickened, interlaced, or erased and relegated to the background to serve as borders of mini-tiles. The choice of color and material plays a crucial role in shaping the character of a piece: it dictates how the patterns are rendered and reflects regional tastes. For example, simple wood panels often favor interlaced patterns, since intersections accentuated by carved wood trims can generate visual interest through contrasting profiles, even in absence of vibrant colors. Among the examples discussed above, _jali_s are typically Indian, while zellij is quintessentially Andalusian-Moroccan. Additionally, many geometric designs are augmented by other forms of ornamentation, such as calligraphy and arabesque. So I want to acknowledge that the actual practice of Islamic decorative arts is much more complex than I’ve suggested so far, and I certainly don’t mean to belittle the craft of the artists who built the Moroccan court.

To the extent that I’ve been able to create or replicate some of these patterns, the process reminds me of procedurally generated art — not the kind generated by stable diffusion, but the old school kind, generated by explicitly specified algorithms, autonomous systems, or the manipulation of randomness. As I understand it, there is often an experimental component: the artist begins with a vision, cooks up procedures, sees what comes out, then iterates, refining the method or sampling new random outputs with different seeds.

What makes my experience of making Islamic geometric patterns feel akin to generative art is the evolution of the gap between the stylistic expectation of an uninformed observer and its evaluation by a creator who understands the creative process. Approaching these designs as a layperson, it’s not difficult to identify surface features: unterminating pattern lines, translation symmetry, regions of high rotational symmetry, rendering techniques like widening, shadowing, and interlacing. But this kind of description is underspecified and unprincipled. They don’t pin down the artform enough for you to create new pieces. And when I see a laundry list of rules that say “usually people don’t do this or that”, I start wondering why it must be this, not that.

Learning the process and working through it answers many of those questions. Yet it also reopens others, on the other end of the creative process. The mathematical specifications serving as input are divorced from the visual results, and the experience of creation shifts one’s priorities. Thus, the evaluation made by a creator becomes different from the expectation of an onlooker.
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When I first saw this picture of Ahmed al-Sharaa, the leader of the offensive that took down the Assad regime and the current Syrian president, my first thought was genuinely, “That pattern on that door isn’t right”. See the next figure for the version generated by the polygonal method, where the parallel horizontal and vertical lines are broken up by an octagon
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Not all patterns following the polygonal method are considered “acceptable”. Some produce unevenly sized shapes, others create long, straight lines that introduce excessive uniformity. These effects can be predictable or surprising, so experimentation becomes integral to the process. In this iterative exploration, the artistic mind learns more and more of the latent space of the generative system, and eventually the gap between the expectation and evaluation effectively closes. Curiously, that is the moment when I feel the process stops feeling artistic.

Experimenting with decoration made this clear to me. For what it’s worth, decorative arts have a small latent space. The framework that classifies Islamic geometric patterns by tilings and seed angles boils it down to two discrete dimensions. That is miniscule complexity. As a result, very quickly I felt that I grokked the systematic patterns (the ones using tiles based on regular polygons) well enough to predict the outcome. The exercise lost its novelty. Even the patterns themselves began to look dull. The next step was to go up a level and explore the space of processes. So I started trying non-systematic tiles. That felt like making art again. But the gap could close again.

As a final thought, I wonder if this experience is generalizable. The debate over the virtue or vice of modern architecture has been going on for years on ACX, and one of the baffling knots that Scott has tried to untangle is: what is going on with architects? Why are their tastes so different from the laypeople? One theory is that it’s all signaling, be it class signaling by the patrons, or signaling for cultural priesthood. But assuming these are genuine aesthetic preferences, as I’m inclined to believe, what then?

I have a somewhat obvious observation: architects aren’t just drawing random shapes and being completely unpredictable to subvert from conventional taste. Their work still adheres to recognizable styles and trends that ebb and flow over time.

So perhaps the answer lies in a two-level model of artistic life. The artist begins with a vision and tries out a process. The result may miss the mark or it may spark new possibilities adjacent to the original vision. The artist iterates, tweaks the process, gradually narrowing the gap between expectation and evaluation, but staying in the neighborhood of the genre defined by their process. But once that gap closes, the process becomes exhausted. The artist moves on.

As they move on, they also leave behind their original vision — one that often remains compelling to consumers who didn’t experience the same closure. In an age when the process is abundant and art proliferates, the result is confusion.

To push the idea further, in an age when the process becomes democratically cheap — even if superficially — via generative AI, perhaps we should be less alarmed about the confusion and more about the boredom. Maybe that’s where my nagging doubt comes from when imagining the deep utopia. Again, as Eco puts it, “This is the America ... where Good, Art, Fairytale, and History, unable to become flesh, must at least become Plastic. The ideology of this America wants to establish reassurance through Imitation. … Thus, on entering his cathedrals of iconic reassurance, the visitor will remain uncertain whether his final destiny is hell or heaven, and so will consume new promises.”




Jacobitism: The First Four Thousand Years

The Jacobites (fr: Jacobins) are an ancient movement. They believe that the existing order must be overthrown, recentralizing power around someone named Jacob and his descendants, or at least their culture’s equivalent of that name. To Anglophones, they’re primarily associated with their efforts to restore King James II, or an heir, to the English throne. However, the Jacobite ideology is far older than the House of Stuart. Though tenacious, and occasionally successful, Jacobitism is, I will argue, fundamentally flawed.

The Original Jacobites (circa 2000 BCE, give or take a millennium)

The name Jacob first appears in the Book of Genesis. Jacobitism, per the book, was born with him. Literally. He was the second son of Isaac and Rebecca, born moments after his twin Esau. His name derives from a word for “heel” because he was born clutching Esau’s heel, as though trying to overtake him and be born first.

In the narrative, Rebecca had already formed a proto-Jacobist philosophy. During her difficult pregnancy, she prayed to the Lord for an explanation, and received one:

Two nations struggle within you. Both shall be born, but the elder shall serve the younger.

Rebecca interpreted this as a command, and was therefore Jacob’s ally in his quest to become his father’s primary heir. The two accomplished this through a series of dirty tricks. In the end, Jacob fathers the Twelve Tribes of Israel, while Esau begets the Edomites, a rival kingdom in the region.

When interpreted as a cultural artifact, this early text is telling in its unusually frank expression of the Jacobite worldview. Its clear intent is to justify the dominance of the self-described descendants of Jacob over the already-ancient kingdom of Edom. But rather than ascribing grave sins to Esau, the story is framed as triumph of brains and treachery over brawn and simplicity.

Esau is a manly hunter, covered since birth in red hair (his name derives from a word for red). He’s his father’s favorite, both as the presumptive heir and because he’s always bringing him fresh venison. Jacob and Rebecca prefer different foods, e.g. lentils and goat, both of which are much easier to slay than a deer. They leverage this superior caloric efficiency to defeat Esau. Their cunning is contrasted with Esau’s impulsivity–even though he doesn’t do anything morally wrong, it’s suggested that he would have been a less competent patriarch. The narrative frames the Jacobite ascent as ordained by God, sure, but also as cultural commentary: “You may have been here first. You may be stronger, in a simplistic sense. But we are smarter and more sophisticated. You’d win in a fair fight, but that’s never going to happen.” Even today, Jewish Jacobites (more often referred to as Israelites, after the name Jacob adopted later) often frame their struggles in essentially the same way.

The Jacobite Heresies

Jacobitism is also popular among Middle-Eastern Christians, although the term is more often used by outsiders to describe them–for example, in their entry in the 19th-century Cyclopædia of Biblical, Theological and Ecclesiastical Literature. Syriac Jacobites believe primarily in the theology of Jacob Baradaeus, a sixth-century bishop. Baradaeus taught that Jesus was at once fully divine and fully human, in contradiction to the fifth-century Council of Chalcedon, which held that Jesus was one being who composited both a human nature and a divine one. In the manner of things, this barely-intelligible distinction has led to considerable strife. It’s probably roughly analogous to the “composition vs. inheritance” debate in software engineering, but with an even higher body count.

This particular Jacob was born to rich parents, from whom he inherited a house and some slaves. However, he then freed the slaves and gave them the house. To protect himself from the Chalcedonians while proselytizing, Jacob dressed in “ragged clothes,” from which his name Baradeus is derived, so that he’d appear to be working-class and therefore unthreatening. This is clearly a variant of one of the Biblical Jacob’s tricks, wherein he dressed in his brother’s clothing in order to impersonate him. This theme, elites co-opting the trappings of labor in the service of a greater cause, is core to Jacobitism.

The Syrian Jacobite Church, founded via this trick, adopted the Liturgy of Saint Iacobus, attributed to one of Jesus’s brothers, who is variously anglicized as James or Jacob. The people of Jesus’s home town saw James as the populist one–Jesus went off, forgot his roots, and put on airs as a fancy prophet, while James stayed home. But they’ve of course been deceived–Jesus is the humble brother, while James is clearly cunning and ambitious. Soon after Jesus’s death, he’s depicted as the leader of all Jewish Christians, and he quickly transforms the movement. Whereas Jesus taught that prayer should be solitary and terse, under James and his liturgy it becomes communal and verbose. In Acts 21, Paul returns to Jerusalem to find that there’s a new power structure of conservative elders, led by James, who demand ritual purification and some money in order to demonstrate his submission, and tell him to stay more on message in the future: circumcision is out, restrictions on sex and diet are in.

Jacobitism has continued to be the source of schisms throughout Christian history. A 1685 text describes the various sects, all commonly referred to as Jacobites, that developed from the teachings of Jacobus Arminius: the Coptics, the Abyssinians, the Arminians, and lastly “those who are properly called Jacobites.”

Here we can begin to see why Jacobitism is so inherently divisive. By enshrining a single Jacob as the one legitimate source of power, it ensures that he will have many namesakes, some of whom themselves will seek power, necessitating another Jacobite revolution, and so ad infinitum. This proliferation continues to cause confusion. Several sources refer to an early settlement in Virginia named “Jacobopolis.” There is debate over whether this refers to a religious community founded by followers of the schismatic cleric Henry Jacob, or whether it’s simply the classical name of Jamestown, named for King James the First.

The Jacobite Succession

King James the First was, as you can imagine, a hardcore Jacobite. In his 1598 The True Law of Free Monarchies, he quotes liberally from an ancient Jacobite text, one which he would soon order retranslated and published as the King James Bible. He makes no effort to disguise his agenda – legitimizing his own rule. Ever since the subjugation of Esau, he argues, it’s been clear that God wants each kingdom to obey a single, divinely ordained ruler. Kings, therefore, rule by “divine right,” and to question their succession is impious. They are, in a sense, God’s presence on Earth. While previous kings and queens had been the spiritual successors to someone named Jacob, James was now the purest-yet expression of God’s will in Albion, as the first ever King James (if you don’t count five other Scottish kings).

James was somewhat successful in consolidating power–he dissolved Parliament and ruled alone for years. His next two successors, not so much. They were both inexplicably named Charles, and struggled to hold on to what James had built. Their lowest point saw them spend ten years deposed and decapitated, respectively. After his restoration, Charles II was succeeded by his brother (he’d fathered many children, but none of them were with his wife, so they didn’t count). Finally, a James was back on the throne.

But public opinion had shifted against Jacobitism under the Charleses. Charles II secretly, and James II openly, had acknowledged the Pope and his hierarchy as the rightful rulers of Christianity, a concept which had recently been subjected to heavy criticism. He was begrudgingly tolerated for a couple of years, because he was expected to be succeeded by his daughter Mary or nephew William, neither of whom were “Popish.” But then he had a son, and named him James. The threat of a Jacobite dynasty led to his deposition and exile. William and Mary averted the next succession crisis via marriage, jointly assuming the throne and allowing Parliament to pass the Act of Settlement, which rewrote the laws of succession in a profoundly anti-Jacobite fashion. There has never again been a King James, despite numerous rebellions, plots, and political movements by the Jacobites.

The Jacobins

Jacobite presence in France was officially established in 1216 by Pope Honorius III. The Church was divided, broadly speaking, into two camps. One, the Franciscans, believed that priests should emulate Saints Francis of Assisi and Dominic de Guzmán, who traveled the world doing good deeds and eschewing personal possessions. The other, the Dominicans, believed that priests should instead emulate Saints Dominic de Guzmán and Francis of Assisi via the performative pseudo-poverty of monasticism. This latter group became the Dominican Order, which headquartered itself in Paris with the founding of the Couvent Saint-Jacques, the Saint James Convent. They were soon nicknamed the Jacobins.

These early French Jacobites, at least by reputation, adhered to the ancient Jacobite principle of working smarter, not harder. While the exact provenance of the traditional song Frere Jacques is unknown, some scholars argue that it is specifically mocking the laziness and comfort of the supposedly ascetic Dominican Order. Regardless of the details, it’s clearly a song about Jacobitism– “Brother Jacob” is sleeping in, past the morning bell, while the unnamed speaker has presumably been up working for hours. While commenters tend to assume that we’re meant to side with the speaker, it’s not his name that actually gets remembered. This may, in fact, be a Jacobite song.

Jacobitism struggled in France. The well-established tradition of the French Monarchy, in which a king was only legitimate if his name included his pronouns, pretty much limited the crown to people named Lui. French Jacobites, therefore, were of necessity republicans.

True to form, it was more than five hundred years before the Jacobins made their big play. The French Revolution was led by two disparate groups. The largest were the populist proletariats, referred to as the Sans-Culottes due to preferring practical pants over the fancy breeches worn by people like King Louis.
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The other was a small circle of intellectuals. After Louis’s head was severed from his breeches, they began openly meeting in a Dominican convent, and so became known as the Jacobin Club, or simply the Jacobins. These former rebels worried that diffusing power among the unwashed masses would lead to disaster. Power needed to be recentralized–not on a new king, but on them.

In the short term, the Jacobins won. They consolidated power by guillotining anyone who tried to take Liberté, égalité, fraternité too literally. They did eventually realize they were probably guillotining too much, so they guillotined the guy whose idea it was to do all the guillotining. But rather than return power to the people, they vested it in Napoleon, who, to be fair, never declared himself king. He skipped right to emperor.

In the long term, though, it’s the Sans-Culottes who achieved near-total dominion, with cosplayers among the last holdouts.

Jacobitism Today

The Jacobites were the victim of their own success in France. Not that they didn’t have any victories after that. The Jacobinismo movement in Portugal is a notable example, although plagued by controversy over whether people named Diego count. But the French Reign of Terror had tarnished the Jacobite brand, illustrating that centralized power was always a threat to the people, even if it called itself populist. The popular support needed for revolution became harder to muster. In Spain, Infante Jaime, Duke of Segovia and theoretically the rightful King of France, made barely any effort to gain the throne of either country, beyond just declaring himself the rightful king every so often.

Jacobitism has dwindled, but not vanished. Israelite nationalism remains a significant force, although even they are divided between Zionists and “diasporic nationalists.” The Syriac Orthodox Church has over a million members, and many of the other Jacobite religious sects have survived in one form or another.

In terms of heads of state, though, it looks pretty grim. The only modern nations led by Jameses are Papua New Guinea and Montenegro. Oh, Jacobites had a good run in the United States, at first. The ascension of James Madison was positively textbook Jacobitism. Madison inherited slaves and land in Virginia, the Jacobite colony. Unusually for the time, he chose not to attend the College of William and Mary, named of course for the married cousins who had supplanted the Jacobite succession. Instead, he attended college in New Jersey, a colony that had backed the Jacobites. After the revolution, he eventually became the leader of one of the two major factions. The other had been led by Alexander Hamilton, who had lived a dangerous and hardscrabble life, long on manly derring-do and short on inherited plantations. Like Saint Iacobus, the first President James ascended by default after his chief rival was martyred. He endorsed James Monroe to succeed him, who won easily after the dying Federalist party made the critical mistake of nominating someone named King. But, by design, it’s hard to sustain a Jacobite dynasty in America. The Jacobites only won four Presidential elections after that, and none of those four (Polk, Buchanan, Garfield, and Carter) won a second term. The first pair, like Trump, is two of our worst presidents. Garfield only lasted a few months before being assassinated on a Monday, and Carter went by “Jimmy,” so arguably he shouldn’t even count.
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During what I guess we’re still calling the “Biden Administration,” the Oval Office included a prominent display of an antique plate, made in China, commemorating the Jacobite Rising of 1745. There’s no explanation for this odd choice, official or otherwise, that I could find. Trump was compared to James II during the same period, due to his insistence that despite what the legislature said, he was the rightful President.

The British Jacobite line of succession currently falls to Franz von Bayern, who refers to this fact as a “charming historical curiosity.” A humble man, he seems content with a mere two palaces and the title of Duke of Bavaria, never seeking a throne. Also, he’s gay, so after him, the succession will…continue indefinitely, because it’s designed to always produce an heir, no matter how distantly related. We’re all in the Jacobite line of succession somewhere, so it will last as long as humanity itself does–according to recent projections, probably at least five years. A few organizations, such as the Royal Stuart Society, still consider Franz the rightful king, and list among their objectives “to uphold rightful Monarchy and oppose republicanism.” As bad ideas go, somehow making Franz the King of Something isn’t the worst. His family were active anti-Nazis, resulting in him spending some of his childhood in concentration camps. Knowing that Nazis are bad is not a sufficient condition for running a country (nor, these days, a necessary one), but it’s a start.

The French Jacobite line of succession, in contrast, devolves to whichever group of intellectuals wants to claim it. Currently, they seem content to run a leftist magazine, but we should probably keep an eye on them.

Note that as of this writing, the Papal Conclave had just started, so it is possible that by the time you read this, we’ll have a Pope with the birth name James Michael Harvey, Willem Jacobus Eijk, or Jaime Spengler. However, Popes are not permitted to retain Jacobite names, lest they found a hereditary dynasty.

Chinese Jacobitism

China has never had proper Jacobitism due to its paucity of Jacobs, but the Chinese version of Divine Right does exist: the Mandate of Heaven. It’s the same core idea, that the current ruler must be beloved of heaven or else he wouldn’t be ruler. Difference is, it has mechanisms for turnover: any large-scale disaster, whether or not the ruler was directly at fault, was historically seen as indicating that the mandate had been lost. This built-in explanation for regime change made the Chinese system a lot more meta-stable than the European one, although Chinese dissidents do occasionally try to game it by arguing that widespread dissent is itself a disaster and therefore automatically justified.

A Han dynasty encyclopedia entry, collected in the fifth-century Book of the Later Han, shows that China projected this idea onto Western republicanism. Their confused, and already-outdated, description of the Roman Republic includes the claim that

When a severe calamity visits the country, or untimely rain-storms, the king is deposed and replaced by another. The one relieved from his duties submits to his degradation without a murmur.

It also may be telling that the phonetic transcription of de jure, 德 聚熱, translates to “rightful due to strength/popularity/heat,” while de facto, 德 發出, translates to “rightful due to a line of descent.” But I’d warn against putting too much stock in doing comparative political philosophy based on linguistic coincidence. We see the folly of this in confused attempts to trace the history of ideologies such as “socialism,” “capitalism,” or “voluntaryism,” when there’s often very little actually linking the various groups advocating doing something involving society, doing something involving capital, or not being forced to do a certain thing.

Why I Am Not A Jacobite

The fatal flaw of Jacobitism is that it both demands and forbids the recognition of de facto legitimacy. Jacobites claim to be overthrowing an illegitimate leader in favor of a legitimate, de jure one. But their concept of legitimacy is always, when you dig deep enough, based on reasoning along the lines of “this ruler must have a divine mandate or else he couldn’t have won.” Why is Jacob the rightful ruler over Esau? Well, his mother said God wanted it that way, and obviously she was right because God always gets what He wants. Why is King James the rightful king? Well, the Norman Conquest established a line of hereditary High Stewards of Scotland, and then a Steward married the daughter of a victorious revolutionary, yadda yadda yadda, the House of Stuart is on the throne of Scotland, gosh wouldn’t it be convenient if they inherited England too, let’s make it happen. Why privilege the Jacobins over the Sans-Culottes? Well, they were the thought leaders of the revolution, because they were born into enough privilege to be able to read and write about political philosophy.

Invoking divine right is just iterating Jacobitism another step. I’m the rightful duke because the rightful king made it so. He’s the rightful king because God made it so. God has moral authority because He’s all-powerful. If God is literally or metaphysically prior to the Word, as some believe, he can’t be deus de jure, only deus de facto.

And don’t think you can escape this regress by invoking some kind of natural law instead. If your faction’s ascendancy is justified due to Marxism or Social Darwinism or whatever, you still have to argue that this isn’t a law we should try to fight. Humanity overturns natural laws all the time. We beat Malthus, why can’t we beat Marx? We defied gravity, why not also defy survival of the fittest?

The social utility of an arbitrary succession rule is real. It’s a Schelling point–as long as it happens to fall somewhere vaguely close to a fair compromise, the factions who got shafted probably won’t start a war. But this system only works if you’re willing to be a little que sera, sera about it. If your response to the wrong guy becoming king is to decide that we need to pick a different succession rule altogether, and make it retroactive…that’s just a standard civil war with extra steps. If blood’s being shed, the concept of legitimacy isn’t earning its keep. The precedent you’ve just set helps ensure that your chosen line will be overthrown, as soon as another Jacob comes along and makes his case.

Revolution is often necessary. The tree of liberty must from time to time be nourished with the blood of someone red (price-gouging Esau, purging socialists, electorally defeating Rufus King, and so on). But the justification for revolution should not rest on abstract notions of legitimacy–that only perpetuates the cycle. Revolution isn’t for fixing a broken system. It’s for smashing an unfixable one.




JFK Assassination Conspiracy Theories

“Things do not happen. Things are made to happen.” —John F. Kennedy

The Behistun Inscription, a cuneiform rock relief carved around 500 B.C. by the Persian king Darius I, tells of a devious plot by the Magi priest Gaumata to seize the throne. After murdering the true king, Gaumata impersonates him and rules in disguise—until the heroic Darius exposes the deception, kills the imposter, and saves the empire.

It’s a great story, at least by 500 B.C. standards. There’s just one problem: it isn’t true. Most historians agree that there never was a Magi imposter—the “false king” was the real king all along. The Behistun Inscription actually depicts history’s first recorded conspiracy theory, most likely spread by Darius himself to justify a coup.

Conspiracy theories may have been born in ancient Persia, but it’s America that elevated them into art. Forget jazz, Broadway, comics, or hip-hop—in my book, conspiracy theories are the true Great American Art Form. This country was practically built for them: start with a deep-seated distrust of authority, stir in the Protestant idea of unmediated access to individual truth, and top with the First Amendment to let it all bloom in public.

You could even say the United States itself was founded on a conspiracy theory: the Founding Fathers wove a tale of powerful elites (King George) secretly plotting against ordinary people (the colonists) to advance a villainous scheme (subjugate them through oppressive taxation and military control). As with many conspiracy theories, there’s a kernel of truth to this story—but the reality is that what the founders interpreted (or spun) as a deliberate plot against them was really just a patchwork of clumsy, improvised policies from a disorganized British government.

If conspiracy theories are the Great American Art Form, there’s no question as to which is the canonical work of art—our Kind of Blue, West Side Story, Superman, and Illmatic all rolled into one: the theories surrounding the 1963 assassination of our third-best president named “John,” John Fitzgerald Kennedy[1]. The belief that Lee Harvey Oswald didn’t act alone is the country’s most widely-believed conspiracy theory—if, indeed, it even is a conspiracy theory—sustained across generations and deeply woven into American cultural memory through countless books, movies, and TV shows.
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In fact, we even have the Kennedy assassination to thank for the term “conspiracy theory” entering widespread use in the first place: as revealed by a declassified 1967 document, the CIA encouraged the use of the then-obscure phrase as a pejorative term to discredit critics of the official narrative.

In his book Reclaiming History, Manson prosecutor and best-selling true crime author Vincent Bugliosi cites 44 different organizations and 214 specific individuals who have been accused of conspiring to assassinate Kennedy, including the Nazis, the Teamsters, the French OAS, Watergate plotter E. Howard Hunt, and Dr. George Burkley, Kennedy’s personal physician. Needless to say, this review will not manage to investigate all of them. The limits of time, space, and human sanity will sadly constrain me to just ten of the most well-known conspiracy theories, which I will evaluate both for plausibility and—far more importantly—for entertainment value.

But first, let’s take a look at…

What we know for sure happened

Nellie Connally (wife of Texas Governor John Connally): “Mr. President, you can’t say Dallas doesn’t love you.”

Kennedy: “No, you certainly can’t.”

—JFK’s last words

On November 22, 1963, President Kennedy took a break from his busy schedule of shooting amphetamines[2], hiding his medical issues from the American public[3], and taking teenagers’ virginities in the White House[4] to campaign in Texas—which, if you can believe it, was a swing state back then. To secure reelection, Kennedy needed to preserve a fragile coalition of conservative Southern racists and liberal Northern industrialists, a political marriage of convenience already strained even by his tepid, cautious support for civil rights.
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“So I campaigned in Texas, which was a swing state at the time…”

As part of this Texas tour, Kennedy was riding in an open-top motorcade through Dallas’ Dealey Plaza, with the Secret Service—at Kennedy’s insistence—following in a second car rather than riding with him[5]. At 12:30pm, three shots were fired. Kennedy was hit twice, once in the neck and once in the head. He was rushed to the nearby Parkland Memorial Hospital and pronounced dead thirty minutes later. Texas Governor John Connally, also in the motorcade, was hit in the back, but survived with no long-term injuries.

In a nearby building, police found a gun owned by Lee Harvey Oswald, a local delinquent and prime example of why you should never trust someone with three first names. Oswald managed to leave the scene of the crime without arousing suspicion, then shot and killed a nearby policeman over a minor altercation. He once again escaped without getting caught, only to finally, after all that, get busted for the comically small-scale crime of sneaking into a movie theater without paying. He was arrested at 1:36pm and immediately denied masterminding the assassination, famously claiming “I’m just a patsy.”

Two days later, an eccentric Dallas nightclub owner and Kennedy superfan named Jack Ruby[6] emerged from a crowd of reporters in Dallas Police Headquarters, where Oswald was being transferred to county jail, and fired a single, fatal shot. The entire thing was captured on live television, in an unprecedented moment in American broadcast history: the first time a murder was witnessed in real time by the general public.
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Just before this photo was taken, a detective, realizing what Ruby was up to, shouted “Jack, you son of a bitch, don’t do it!”—but it was too late.

Ruby, who holds a rarified position as one of history’s few Jewish assassins, cited two main motives for his actions: the somewhat reasonable desire to spare Jackie Kennedy from the pain of a prolonged trial, and the somewhat less reasonable desire to fight antisemitism by (his words) “showing that a Jew has guts.” The American public, unmoved by Ruby’s self-assigned role as an ambassador of semitic courage, found his actions extremely suspicious. Within days, a Gallup poll revealed that only 29% of the country believed that Oswald acted alone.

One week later, new President Lyndon B. Johnson established the Warren Commission to investigate the tragedy. In September of that year, the Commission—clearly unaware of the number 888’s numerological associations with success and good luck—released an 888-page report concluding that Oswald and Ruby had both acted alone and that there was “no evidence” for a broader conspiracy behind the assassination. In what became known as the “single-bullet theory,” it concluded that Kennedy’s death and Connally’s injuries had both been caused by the same bullet, as separate bullets would imply a second shooter. The report assigned no motive to Oswald beyond describing him as an isolated, impulsive loser, “perpetually discontented,” with a life “characterized by a lack of meaningful relationships.”

Notably, of the Commission’s seven members, three—Senators Richard Russell and John Sherman, and Representative Hale Boggs—are now known to have had internal misgivings about their own report. None of them fully bought the single-bullet theory, but the White House pressured them into signing on, despite the fact that LBJ himself secretly doubted the theory as well.

The Warren Commission’s compromised and unsatisfying report completely failed to quell public speculation about the assassination. Another report—that of the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA), released fifteen years later in 1979—muddled the picture even further, concluding that there was a “high probability” of a second gunman and that Kennedy was “probably assassinated as the result of a conspiracy,” though, paradoxically, it also explicitly ruled out every common conspiracy theory[7].

Every generation of history nerds and conspiracy diehards has clung to hope that some future document dump will finally crack the case—and every generation has been disappointed. Donald Trump’s much-hyped declassification order earlier this year ended up revealing almost nothing new, and at this point, barely any relevant documents remain unreleased. It seems probable that we’ll never know with 100% certainty what happened.

But this is America, where a lack of facts never stopped anyone from making wild assertions. So let’s dive into the theories, starting with one of the most common:

The CIA did it

“I want to splinter the CIA into a thousand pieces and scatter it into the winds.” —John F. Kennedy, venting after the Bay of Pigs

Ever since the humiliating Bay of Pigs debacle—when, in his view, the CIA had pressured him into a poorly-conceived invasion of Cuba, tried to box him into escalating militarily, and then left him twisting in the wind when the whole thing blew up in his face—Kennedy and the CIA had a strained and distrustful relationship. Ironically, many of his criticisms of the agency echoed those the conspiracy theorists would later make. The CIA was an unaccountable fourth branch of government. It was running its own shadow foreign policy. It withheld crucial information from civilian leadership. After the Bay of Pigs, Kennedy fired the CIA’s top brass, and started building out the Pentagon’s intelligence capabilities in an effort to create competing power center.
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One of the CIA guys Kennedy fired was Director Allen Dulles, seen here looking exactly like a 1960s CIA head should look. Dulles—who, ironically, would later serve on the Warren Commission—was also the guy who signed off on MKUltra, excitedly calling it a new form of “brain warfare.”

So the CIA had plenty of reasons to dislike Kennedy. But did they dislike him enough to kill him?

One person who suspected they might was Attorney General/nepo brother Robert F. Kennedy, whose first move after the assassination was to give CIA a call to directly ask if they were involved. (What exactly did he expect—that they’d pick up the phone and be like, “Guilty as charged, Bobby, our bad!”) During his own presidential campaign, he told associates that if he won, he planned to reopen the investigation into his brother’s assassination. At times, Lyndon Johnson also speculated that the CIA might have had something to do with it.

As with most of these theories, there is no single definitive version of the CIA hypothesis, but the general idea is that the agency, or rogue elements within, used Oswald to eliminate Kennedy because they saw him as a threat to their own interests. The highest-profile public believer in this theory was New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison, who in 1966 charged businessman and part-time CIA contact Clay Shaw with being part of the conspiracy—in a case that’s now regarded as an embarrassing overreach by a hot-headed, media-hungry prosecutor. Shaw was acquitted of all charges in less than an hour of jury deliberation, and a federal judge later ruled that the charges against him had been brought in bad faith. He remains the only person ever charged in connection with the Kennedy assassination[8].

Believers in the CIA theory often cite the agency’s sketchy behavior in the aftermath of the assassination. The CIA certainly acted like it had something to hide—because it did. But it wasn’t hiding a role in Kennedy’s murder. Rather, the CIA was desperate to conceal its string of cloak-and-dagger plots to assassinate Fidel Castro. These probably-unlawful schemes, which tended to fail in comically embarrassing ways, made the agency look both sinister and incompetent. Compounding the problem, it turns out the CIA had long been monitoring Oswald, but had utterly failed to flag him as a potential threat.
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The CIA’s many failed plots against Castro included: getting him to smoke an exploding cigar, lacing his scuba suit with a poisonous fungus, planting a booby-trapped seashell in one of his favorite diving spots, and poisoning his chocolate milkshake. There were also several efforts to merely embarrass him, including dusting his shoes with chemicals that would make his beard fall out and dosing him with LSD right before a big speech. None of these attempts came anywhere close to succeeding, and Castro made it to the ripe old age of 90, finally dying of natural causes in 2016.

So the CIA lied—or, as the agency later called it, in a masterful example of government doublespeak, “engaged in a benign cover-up,” keeping all of that from the Warren Commission. “If we had known then what we know now,” commission member John J. McCloy later said, “the treatment of the CIA [in the report] would have been quite a bit tougher.”

Lying under oath is never a good look. But even if you’re willing to accept that the CIA would engage in what’s essentially a revenge killing against an American president—at enormous risk to itself—there have been many, many investigations into CIA black ops and abuses of power since 1963. If the agency had been involved, at least a little bit of evidence would have probably turned up by now. So no, the CIA isn’t guilty—at least, not of this particular crime. But their shady conduct following the assassination did them no favors, which is probably why they remain at the center of so many conspiracy theories.

The Cubans and/or Soviets did it

“It would have been absolute insanity…Nobody who’s not insane could have thought about [killing Kennedy]” —Fidel Castro, 1977 CBS interview

“We’ve got to take this out of the arena where they’re testifying that Khrushchev and Castro did this…and kicking us into a war that can kill 40 million Americans in an hour.” —Lyndon Johnson, encouraging Sen. Richard Russell to serve on the Warren Commission

In the heated atmosphere of the Cold War, Communist plots tended to become the default explanation for every American misfortune, and Kennedy’s killing was no exception. He had stared down Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev during the Cuban Missile Crisis and greenlit covert efforts to topple or assassinate Castro. Could Moscow or Havana have decided to hit back by killing him? After all, Oswald did have suspicious communist ties: he briefly defected to the Soviet Union in 1959, then returned to the U.S., with a Russian wife, and became involved in pro-Castro activism.

Believers in this theory point to a quietly unsettling reality: the U.S. government really, really didn’t want to find out that the Soviets had done it. Johnson’s administration feared that accusing Moscow—especially without proof, but possibly even with it—could escalate into nuclear war. They leaned on the Warren Commission not to look too closely into this theory, and the commission obliged.

Still, this version of events runs up against a few inconvenient historical truths. By 1963, Khrushchev’s and Kennedy’s relationship was actually pretty good, at least by Cold War standards—they’d just signed a nuclear test ban treaty, and Khrushchev had praised a recent Kennedy speech calling for a reset in U.S.-Soviet relations. Besides, the Politburo prized stability above all else, seeing unpredictability—especially in foreign affairs—as a direct threat to regime security. American intelligence later confirmed that far from celebrating Kennedy’s death, Soviet leaders were deeply alarmed, even briefly panicking that someone on their side actually had killed Kennedy without running it all the way up the ladder first[9]. Khrushchev was reportedly so distraught upon hearing the news that he fell to his knees and wept, and even Castro reacted with concern. Associates report that he started frantically asking his deputies what this Lyndon Johnson guy was like, worried that the next president would be even worse for Cuba.
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Nikita Khrushchev: big fan of geopolitical stability, and of corn.

Simply put, the risk-reward calculus for a Soviet or Cuban plot would have been wildly out of whack. The Cubans almost certainly would have been wiped off the map if they got caught killing a U.S. president—Castro himself later said “our country would have been destroyed by the United States” if they’d done it—and both countries would have risked nuclear war.

And to what end? Until 1804—when the 12th Amendment ended the practice of making the election’s runner-up the vice president—the death of a president could conceivably bring a different political faction to power. But today, with the VP hand-selected by the president, their ascension is unlikely to cause major policy shifts. In fact, a lone assassination anywhere is rarely an effective way to achieve political goals. This is why the U.S. only kills other countries’ presidents as part of a broader project of regime change (see: Congo, South Vietnam, Chile, Libya, the Dominican Republic, and probably some other places we don’t know about yet), and why our homegrown assassins tend to be motivated by more realistic goals, like impressing Jodie Foster.

The communists were crazy, but they weren’t that crazy. In the depths of Cold War paranoia, it was understandable that some thought the Soviets or Cubans were involved in Kennedy’s killing—though it’s worth noting that even then, no serious government official ever reached that conclusion. Today, with the USSR long-dissolved and many of its once-secret files revealed to historians, its innocence is undeniable. If you want a good communist conspiracy theory, you’re much better off with the one that says Castro is secretly Justin Trudeau’s father.

The Mafia did it

“I help get Jack elected and, in return, he calls off the heat.” —Chicago mob boss Sam Giancana, allegedly

The Mafia harbored little affection for American politicians in general, but they especially disliked the Kennedys. Perhaps that was just because Bobby made an aggressive crackdown on organized crime the centerpiece of his tenure as Attorney General. Or perhaps it was because of a deal struck with the mob during JFK’s candidacy: steal Chicago, and thus the 1960 election, for him, and he’d go easy on them as president. The mob complied, but Kennedy welched on the deal—and so, the theory goes, they had him killed.

There are hints of Mafia involvement everywhere you look—and as the wiseguys say, “You smell garlic, you know someone’s cookin’”:


	In the months leading up to the assassination, Jack Ruby made a bunch of of phone calls to Mafia associates, and after killing Oswald, he received regular prison visits from a mob lieutenant.

	Chicago mobster Johnny Roselli, when called to give congressional testimony on an unrelated matter, gave cryptic and suggestive answers that seemed to hint at the Mafia’s involvement, though he stopped short of claiming firsthand knowledge. The next year, a fisherman off the Miami coast found Roselli’s decomposing body in a 55-gallon steel drum, fueling speculation that he himself was killed for knowing too much.

	And most tantalizing of all: In the 1980s, New Orleans don Carlos Marcello was captured on an FBI prison bug confessing to “having the son of a bitch killed.”



The circumstantial evidence was compelling enough for the HSCA’s chief counsel, a man with the born-for-government-reports name of G. Robert Blakely. An organized crime expert who’d led the drafting of the RICO Act, Blakely later authored a book, The Plot to Kill the President, which pointed to a Mafia conspiracy. The HSCA report as a whole didn’t blame the Mafia directly, though it left room for “the possibility that individual members may have been involved.” However it happened, Kennedy’s death did result in the feds turning down the heat: Lyndon Johnson booted Bobby Kennedy from the Attorney General’s office and replaced him with Nicholas Katzenbach, who deprioritized anti-Mafia efforts in favor of civil rights.
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Lyndon Johnson and Bobby Kennedy, shown here leaning in for a kiss, famously hated each other. Johnson once said of Kennedy, “He’s trying to run the government from his brother’s grave.”

The backroom election-theft plot makes for a great story—but it probably didn’t happen. Yes, there was voter fraud in Illinois in 1960, as in pretty much every midcentury election there. But it was concentrated in Chicago, where Mayor Daley’s machine was powerful enough that the additional involvement of the mob—already in decline by the sixties—wouldn’t have been necessary. Even if the Mafia could have swung the election, it’s absurd to think they’d trust Kennedy—especially with his brother, the country’s top anti-mob crusader, by his side. And if they had struck a deal, why kill JFK but leave RFK untouched?[10]

Of course, the Mafia could have come for Kennedy even in the absence of a secret election-theft deal. But this would have been a big departure from their usual behavior: unlike their Sicilian counterparts, the American Mafia historically went out of its way not to kill politicians, knowing that to do so would bring potentially existential law enforcement scrutiny. The most prominent political figures known with certainty to have been killed by the mob are all city aldermen—going from those nobodies to the president would be an enormous leap.

As for all the circumstantial evidence? Well, it’s hardly out of the ordinary for a midcentury nightclub owner to have Mafia contacts. Nor is it out of the ordinary for Mafia bigshots like Marcello to play fast and loose with the truth if it makes them seem more powerful—or to simply start getting their facts mixed up when they’re sick and near death, as he was when his comments were recorded.

Nonetheless, this remains the most plausible of the major conspiracy theories—one that’s just waiting to be made into a Scorsese movie. The Mafia had the means and the motive, and they aren’t shy about killing people.

Lyndon Johnson did it


“He’s mean, bitter, vicious—an animal in many ways.” —RFK on LBJ

“I’ve had more women by accident than he ever had on purpose.” —LBJ on JFK



In a crowded field of backstabbers and power-grabbers, Lyndon Johnson takes the crown as America’s most ruthless president. Among other things, he froze out longtime backers forever over the smallest slights, almost certainly stole the 1948 Texas Senate election, and established dominance over his aides by making them join him in the bathroom to take dictation while he sat on the toilet.
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I’m pretty sure Johnson didn’t use the toilet with his pants on, but ChatGPT wouldn’t generate this image unless both men were fully clothed.

And although he never made Kennedy watch him poop, their relationship still ranks among the most dysfunctional of any modern presidential team. Kennedy never liked Johnson and only picked him to secure Southern votes; Johnson, in turn, felt disrespected and marginalized. He was excluded from key decisions and mocked by Kennedy aides, who called him “a political barnyard animal,” and came up with awesome nicknames for him like “Uncle Cornhole” and “Huckleberry Capone.” “They treat me like I’m some kind of bastard at a family reunion,” LBJ said, later referring to the Vice Presidency as “the worst damn fool mistake I ever made.” [11]

The Roman consul Cassius said that to solve a crime, you should first ask “cui bono?”—who benefits? By that measure, Johnson—the single largest beneficiary of Kennedy’s death—should be suspect #1. In 1963, Johnson was in serious political and even legal danger due to a corruption investigation into one of his longtime aides that was getting close to implicating Johnson himself, and leading Kennedy to consider dropping him from the ticket. But the assassination instantly shifted the political dynamics. Congress couldn’t stomach investigating a new president during a time of national mourning and crisis, and the inquiries dried up overnight.
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Cui bono?

Of course, plenty of people profit from events they didn’t instigate. In the decades since Johnson’s presidency, we’ve been gifted with an endless stream of unflattering details about him: his corruption, his habit of whipping out his dick in front of congressmen and reporters, his many extramarital affairs, his insistence on having a custom shower installed in the White House that would blast water directly onto his ass[12]. But the only “evidence” that’s ever surfaced tying him to the assassination is a sketchy deathbed claim by Watergate burglar Howard Hunt, a known perjurer who had previously derided conspiracy theorists and supported the Warren Report’s conclusions.
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“The Wink,” shot by White House photographer Cecil Stroughton right after Johnson was sworn in, has fueled conspiracy theories for decades. It allegedly shows Congressman Albert Thomas winking at the new president, a grieving Jackie Kennedy in the foreground.

Besides, Johnson spent the year between his ascension and his 1964 landslide consumed by self-consciousness about being an accident who hadn’t earned the presidency in his own right; given how much he feared being seen as, in his words, “a pretender to the throne,” it’s unlikely that he would have intentionally elevated himself in such a manner. It’s even less likely that a man as calculating as Johnson would have Kennedy killed in such a public, attention-grabbing way—and in Johnson’s home state, no less!—rather than, say, having him quietly poisoned in the White House. A sitting vice president—one of the most heavily-surveilled people in the country—plotting to kill the president would require an enormous and airtight conspiracy, one almost certainly beyond the means of even a master schemer like Lyndon Johnson.

Or, to put it another way: if this had happened, Robert Caro would have definitely found out about it by now.
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Even though it didn’t happen, this would make fora fantastic ten-episode miniseries. Cast J.K. Simmons as LBJ, Glen Powell as JFK, and Barry Keoghan as Bobby.

The military-industrial complex did it

“If we do what they want us to do, none of us will be alive.” —Kennedy on advice from the Joint Chiefs of Staff

The best conspiracy theory villains are powerful, shadowy groups whose exact contours and membership remain stubbornly vague: the Illuminati, the Freemasons, the lizard people, the… military-industrial complex? Everyone thinks they know what the military-industrial complex is, but no one can really explain it, which makes it an ideal bogeyman. Why would it—whoever “is” is—come for Kennedy? Well, it’s simple: he was scaling back the Cold War, getting us out of Vietnam, and thus threatening the profits of Big Military.

There are certainly shreds of truth here. Kennedy wasn’t particularly hawkish, at least by the standard of U.S. presidents: he pushed for a nuclear test ban treaty and back-channeled peace feelers to Castro and Khrushchev, and he resisted some of the Joint Chiefs’ more aggressive proposals. More importantly, his most ardent defenders insist that had he lived, there would have been no Vietnam War—he had reportedly approved plans to withdraw U.S. advisors from Vietnam after the 1964 election, though whether he would have actually followed through is an open question[13].

Ultimately, this theory is so broad that it’s hardly a theory at all. Blaming Kennedy’s assassination on the military-industrial complex is like blaming social ills on “society” or “the system”—it might make you sound smart to the guy next to you at the bar, but it doesn’t really explain anything. It’s also not very entertaining, since a good story needs characters. That’s probably why the depictions of this theory in pop culture—most famously Oliver Stone’s JFK, but also the lesser-known, Dalton Trumbo-written Executive Action—tend to have the military guys as secondary actors, typically working with the CIA and/or the Mafia and/or communists.

The military-industrial complex theory is basically the CIA theory’s lamer, more boring cousin. It has all the same holes—but at least the CIA has a track record of assassinating world leaders.

Israel/the Jews did it

“Having written a book on such a ‘controversial’ topic as the JFK assassination, with a highly ‘sensational’ thesis, has proven quite an adventure. It's brought me a lot of new friends—and lots of enemies, too!” —Michael Collins Piper’s surprisingly chipper introduction to his 750-page polemic blaming the assassination on Israel

Sooner or later, every conspiracy theory circles back to two suspects: aliens and the Jews. (Don’t worry, we’ll get to the aliens soon.)

In this theory, the Israeli government—working, of course, with “world Jewry”—killed Kennedy over his opposition to Israel’s nuclear weapons program. You can read all about it in a sprawling book by Michael Collins Piper, a Holocaust denier who also blames Israel for, among other things, killing Martin Luther King Jr, doing 9/11, controlling the American Mafia, and—most devious of all—promoting political correctness.
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Yes, the title of this book is referencing what you think it’s referencing.

What separates this theory from your run-of-the-mill antisemitic nonsense? Well, the Mossad really are master assassinators, and it’s true that Kennedy didn’t want Israel to get nuclear weapons—though his stance was rooted in a broader anti-proliferation philosophy rather than being Israel-specific. But, obviously, the Israelis didn’t kill Kennedy, they didn’t do 9/11, and if Collins Piper had ever talked to an Israeli, he’d certainly know they’re not exactly fans of being politically correct. This isn’t even the best Mossad conspiracy theory—that award goes to the one about their agents training sharks to attack Egyptian tourists.

This theory is perhaps most interesting for its bizarre mirror twin, in which the real killers are anonymous gentiles who orchestrated the assassination specifically to frame the Jews. The main believer of that idea? None other than Jack Ruby himself[14].

The bankers did it

“I guess I’d have to say that my biggest asset is my father’s money.” —John F. Kennedy, joking around with aides during his 1946 congressional campaign

If blaming the Jews is too openly antisemitic for you, why not try pointing the finger at (winks suggestively) powerful financial interests? Perhaps they can be based in (winks grow more frantic) New York? And what if they also (winks now resemble a full-body twitch) happen to own a few media properties?

In 1963, Kennedy signed an obscure executive order relating to the Treasury Department’s authority to issue silver certificates. This was a routine, administrative document that went uncovered by the media and unnoticed by the public—until decades later, when conspiracy theorists seized on it as providing the key to understanding the assassination. They claimed that the real purpose of Kennedy’s order was to strip power from the Federal Reserve, leading influential financiers—in most tellings, Rothschilds and/or Rockefellers—to have him offed so they could reverse his monetary policies.
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The second shooter, allegedly

The irony of “powerful financiers” being behind the Kennedy assassination is, of course, that Kennedy himself came from a family of powerful financiers. He was our second-wealthiest president (after Trump)[15], and his administration was generally pretty friendly to finance and business. And this allegedly Fed-threatening Executive Order did nothing but delegate already-existing powers to the Secretary of the Treasury—C. Douglas Dillon, a Republican and former investment banker who was himself also a powerful financier.

So while it’s fun to imagine JFK as a martyr to populist monetary policy, in reality, he was more Goldman Sachs than gold standard, and it doesn’t make sense to think the bankers would have targeted one of their own.

Woody Harrelson’s dad did it

“I killed Kennedy! I killed Kennedy!” —Charles Harrelson (during a cocaine bender, later recanted)

A lifetime ago in 2016, Trump accused Ted Cruz’s dad of being involved in the Kennedy assassination. But there’s another, wilder theory involving a different famous guy’s dad: Charles Harrelson, Woody’s father, who really was a contract killer.

Harrelson was convicted of multiple murders for hire, including the assassination of a district judge on behalf of a drug dealer about to be sentenced[16]. He “confessed” to killing Kennedy near the tail end of a six-hour standoff with police, but then later recanted the confession, explaining that he had been out of his mind on cocaine at the time.

The full story of the standoff is pretty wild. From a Texas Monthly article about Harrelson:


[Harrelson] had been driving down I-10 in the desert somewhere east of Van Horn, shooting cocaine and seeing agents’ faces on highway signs. He stopped to inspect a rattling muffler, which he attempted to repair by shooting it with his .44 magnum. In his drug-induced dementia, he missed the muffler but managed to shoot out a rear tire. Motorists reported a crazed hitchhiker standing on the highway with a gun pointed at his head; when the police arrived they discovered Charles Harrelson. He held them off for six hours, pressing the muzzle of the .44 against his nose.



Very few people actually believe Harrelson was involved with Kennedy’s killing. And look—who among us hasn’t done too much blow and confessed to being the second shooter? But he was a convicted murderer—and he did (briefly) say it was him—so he gets an honorable mention.
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Ironically, Woody Harrelson—himself a big conspiracy theory guy—portrayed Lyndon Johnson, under truly repulsive prosthetics, in a widely-panned movie.

Aliens did it

“We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because we want to meet moon aliens.” —real, historically accurate quote from John F. Kennedy

Kennedy had access to secret files revealing the existence of UFOs and alien life. And unlike with his serial infidelity, his severe health problems, and his covert escalation of American involvement in Vietnam, he believed the public had a right to know the truth. But the aliens preferred to stay in the shadows—so they had him killed. Or, alternatively, Kennedy was working on a groundbreaking human-alien partnership, which other interests (NASA, the CIA, anti-alien bigots) opposed—so they had him killed. This probably didn’t happen, but come on—you can’t write about conspiracy theories without at least mentioning aliens.

Besides, this theory’s biggest promoter has a name that’s so on brand I couldn’t leave it out: Jim Marrs. You can’t make that up! But you can make up the idea that aliens killed Kennedy, which they didn’t do.

The Secret Service did it—by accident

“Tragedy is when I cut my finger. Comedy is when you fall into an open sewer and die.” —Mel Brooks

What if there was a second shooter—and it was the Secret Service? Oswald missed, and the fatal shot was actually fired by an agent riding in the follow-up car behind Kennedy, who picked up his rifle and, in the chaos, accidentally discharged it into the president’s head. If the funniest outcome is the most likely, then this is definitely what happened.

Even the legal battle surrounding this theory is comic. Its main promulgator is a Kansas City journalist by the unusual name of Bonar Menninger, who grew skeptical of the official story after participating in the totally normal leisure activity of recreating the shooting using live ammo. But Menninger didn’t just blame “a Secret Service agent” in his book: he blamed a specific guy, Special Agent George Hickey. Hickey sued Menninger for defamation, but he waited too long to file the lawsuit and his case was dismissed. The legal clock was restarted on a technicality when the book came out in paperback, at which point Hickey sued again and reached a confidential settlement with the publisher. But Menninger had the last laugh: after Hickey died in 2005 and could no longer file lawsuits, Menninger repackaged his claims into a documentary called JFK: The Smoking Gun.
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I get what they were trying to do by using the blood stain as the dot above the J, but turning it into a lowercase letter makes this look comically unserious.

The best part of this theory is the way it makes absolutely everyone angry. Obviously, all the experts find it completely implausible—with hundreds of witnesses to the assassination, you’d think at least one of them would have seen Hickey’s gun go off. The diehard conspiracy theorists, meanwhile, all hate this theory because it’s incredibly unsatisfying, and because it doesn’t actually answer the big question of why Oswald attempted to shoot Kennedy in the first place. In fact, i’s really not a conspiracy theory at all—by blaming a dumb accident, it manages to reject both the Warren Report and the idea of a broader plot. This theory is fucking hilarious and the fact that everyone hates it makes it by far my personal favorite.

Conclusion

“You know, if someone really wanted to, it isn't very difficult to shoot the president. All you have to do is get up in a high building with a high-powered rifle and there's nothing anybody could do.” —John F. Kennedy, morning of November 22, 1963

A young, popular American president is shot and killed in full view of the public. After a brief manhunt, the gunman is caught—only to be killed himself soon after. There is never a trial. Conspiracy theories flourish almost immediately, with fingers pointed at wartime enemies, shadowy government agents, and even the slain man’s own vice president. It seems everyone has a different story—and nobody knows who, or what, to believe.

The year was 1865, and the president’s name was Abraham Lincoln. Yet within a few decades, these conspiracy theories would fade away, and the official narrative would become so accepted that most Americans today have no idea there were ever others. The Kennedy story, by contrast, still stubbornly resists closure. Since the Warren Report’s release in 1964, the percentage of people who accept its conclusions has never made it above 50%. Throughout this essay, I’ve continually referred to the idea that Lee Harvey Oswald didn’t act alone as a “conspiracy theory,” yet among the general public, that is actually the mainstream view. It’s really the official narrative that’s the fringe belief.

Until researching this review, I was one of the 65% who didn’t buy the official story. For most of my life, I would have said essentially the same thing as that unsatisfying 1979 House Select Committee report: I didn’t know who killed Kennedy, but I doubted the official narrative contained the whole story. It just felt too implausible: a conveniently dead suspect, a witness pool riddled with contradictions, and sworn testimony from intelligence agencies who we know weren’t telling the whole truth.

But having now gone deeper down the Kennedy rabbit hole than any sane man should go, I’ve been convinced otherwise. To butcher Winston Churchill: Lee Harvey Oswald acting alone is the worst explanation for the Kennedy assassination—except for all the others[17].

It’s not just that every specific conspiracy theory has good arguments against it. All of them, even the most plausible, suffer from the same fatal flaw: using someone as unreliable as Oswald as your assassin makes no sense. Here was a mentally unstable guy with a history of violent outbursts who couldn’t even defect to the Soviet Union right, and who, after the assassination, basically begged to get caught, shooting a cop in broad daylight and then deciding it’s a good time to go a see a movie right by the scene of the crime. As Kennedy himself eerily foreshadowed, a competent assassin probably could have killed the president and gotten away with it—as, indeed, many people believe happened with the alleged second shooter. But if the second shooter was real, why even bother with Oswald? Competent conspirators would have never enlisted Lee Harvey Oswald, and incompetent conspirators wouldn’t have been able to keep their scheme a secret for the past six decades.

The conspiracy theorists do get a few things right. There was a cover-up—but it was just the CIA covering its own ass. High-level government officials did go into the investigation favoring some explanations over others—but it just so happens that the scenarios they were most afraid of really didn’t happen. The Warren Commission didn’t get the whole truth from all of its witnesses—but it got the core story right anyway.



This sucks, and I’m pretty bummed about it.

After all, the official narrative is deeply unsatisfying, and accepting the government’s version of events just feels so… uncool. I came of age in the George W. Bush era, when distrusting the experts and assuming the government was always lying were hallmarks of the left. Sometime in the Trump years, that all flipped. I already find myself cheering for Liz Cheney and defending the FBI. Now I have to tell everyone the Warren Report is accurate? When did being on the left become so fucking lame?
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Remember when the biggest conspiracy theory this guy believed was that George Bush didn’t care about Black people?



Earlier in this piece, I said that the person who benefitted most from Kennedy’s assassination was Lyndon Johnson. But that wasn’t quite right. There’s someone who benefitted even more: Kennedy himself. Or at least, the Kennedy legacy.

In case it’s not obvious from the tone of this review, I think Kennedy is a wildly overrated president, one whose reputation rests more on what he represented than what he actually accomplished. And that reputation would not have survived a second term intact.

Kennedy’s tenuous strategy of trying to have it both ways on civil rights—courting Black voters with promises while placating segregationists with inaction—wouldn’t have remained viable through 1968. Eventually, he’d have had to deal with Vietnam one way or another, and both options were bad: either fully own the war, or withdraw and be blamed handing a win to the communists. His growing health problems would have become harder and harder to conceal—it’s not implausible to think that if Oswald had missed, Kennedy’s Addison’s disease would have finished the job before his second term was out. And his near-daily philandering, already an open secret in Washington, probably wouldn’t have stayed a secret through the late sixties, when increasing public cynicism and the rise of investigative journalism radically changed the norms of what the press would cover.

In his death, Kennedy became a symbol, an empty vessel onto which people can project their hopes and dreams. And this symbol is way more powerful if his death was the result of a conspiracy. If shadowy groups wanted Kennedy dead, that must mean he would’ve been a transformative president, martyred just as he was about to deliver racial justice, or end the war in Vietnam, or dismantle the CIA, or reveal the truth about aliens.

There are a lot of reasons the Lincoln conspiracy theories died down while the Kennedy ones live on—a simpler story, a slower and more fragmented media ecosystem, a collective desire to put the Civil War behind us. But a big one is that Kennedy’s killing collided with the end of widespread American trust in government and the beginnings of the so-called “post-truth era.”

From today’s vantage point, it seems comically naive that anyone back involved in the Warren Commission ever thought an official government report is all it would take to stamp out conspiracy theories, but 1964 was a different time—77% of Americans back then said they trusted the federal government to do what is right “just about always” or “most of the time.” That was the highest that number has ever been. Over the next few years, it began a sharp downward plummet, and except for a brief and probably illusory post-9/11 spike, it hasn’t crossed 50% since. Today, it stands at just 22%.
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Source: Pew Research Center

If a president were assassinated today, would there be anything but conspiracy theories? Could you even get a bipartisan cross-sample of respected politicians to align on a Warren-style report? The 35% of us who believe the official Kennedy story is high compared to what we’d get if a modern-day Lee Harvey Oswald pulled a similar stunt.

You might expect that I’m telling you all this as a prelude to bemoaning the state of things today, as is the current trend. But I’m not complaining—I like living in a country where dissenting worldviews flourish and everyone’s a skeptic. Or at least, I’m pretty sure it’s the better of two bad options. After all, we lost our trust in government for good reason: because the government consistently abused that trust.

Besides, a vibrant and innovative culture requires an unruly, freethinking society. The Kennedy theories are, in their own crazy way, an emblematic example of American creativity and imagination. The country whose citizens consistently report the highest trust in their government is Singapore, and while they get a lot of things right, I’d rather live here—with graffiti on our buildings, buskers on our subways, and conspiracy theories on our minds.

--

In one final irony, Jack Ruby was never held fully liable for killing Lee Harvey Oswald. He was convicted and sentenced to death, but this was overturned on appeal, and he was granted a new trial—only to conveniently fall ill and die before the new trial could begin. Legally speaking, Ruby died an innocent man—a fittingly unsatisfying coda to a story as messy and irritating as America itself.


Notes


[1]

I’d rank him below both John and John Quincy Adams, but above John Tyler and John Calvin Coolidge, who’s better known by his middle name.



[2]

Kennedy received regular amphetamine injections from Max Jacobson aka “Dr. Feelgood,” who also “treated” Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe, Leonard Bernstein, Judy Garland, Humphrey Bogart, Elizabeth Taylor, Cecil B. DeMille, Liza Minnelli, Tennessee Williams, and Truman Capote, among others. It was actually Kennedy’s Secret Service who coined the “Dr. Feelgood” nickname.



[3]

Kennedy suffered from a host of serious health problems, including chronic back pain, Addison’s disease (a potentially life-threatening adrenal disorder), and frequent gastrointestinal issues, all of which he concealed from the public. His speed injections began as a supposed “treatment” for these issues. It even seems likely that Kennedy’s back issues was indirectly responsible for his death: under his suit, he was wearing a stiff back brace, which likely prevented him from ducking under fire.



[4]

One of the teenagers in question, Mimi Alford, wrote a tell-all book in 2012.



[5]

A file declassified in 2021 quoted Kennedy as rejecting Secret Service supervisor Floyd Benis’ plan for agents to ride in the main car: “It’s excessive, Floyd. And it’s giving the wrong impression to people. We’ve got an election coming up. The whole point is for me to be accessible to the people.”



[6]

A few of Ruby’s more entertaining eccentricities: 1) At the nightclub he owned, he would regularly intervene in choreography and change dancers’ costumes himself. 2) He referred to his dachshund Sheba as his “wife.” 3) He had a habit of taking off his shirt and pounding his chest in public, seemingly at random.



[7]

Compounding the uncertainty, a 1982 report from the National Academy of Sciences concluded that one of the key pieces of evidence in the the HSCA report was probably misinterpreted.



[8]

Garrison’s case was not only legally shaky, it was also wildly homophobic. Shaw—who was closeted until the prosecution outed him—was smeared and stereotyped throughout the trial, which used his participation in underground gay life to paint him as a sinister and malicious figure.



[9]

After confirming their own lack of involvement, Soviet leadership also concluded that Lee Harvey Oswald didn’t act alone. They blamed far-right extremists within the U.S.



[10]

For the time being, at least…



[11]

It’s hard not to feel bad for Johnson here, who essentially seems to have been on the losing end of White House class war, earning the ire of Kennedy’s young, rich, East Coast staffers not for any of his political positions but just for being Southern, ill-mannered, and of poor stock.



[12]

I swear the shower thing is true. Look it up.



[13]

The withdrawal plan was based on assumptions—most notably, the resilience of President Diem’s soon-to-collapse South Vietnamese government—that were quickly overtaken by actual events. Johnson signed a similar memo, but that didn’t prevent him from escalating the war as the situation on the ground changed.



[14]

In interviews and jailhouse conversations, Ruby repeatedly insisted that “the Jews” were being blamed for Kennedy’s death, and that darker forces had manipulated the entire situation to provoke a pogrom.



[15]

If you want to get nitpicky, Kennedy was only our second-richest president when including family money. He had effectively unlimited access to, but did not technically control, the Kennedy family fortune.



[16]

The judge, John H. Wood Jr, earned the incredibly cool nickname of “Maximum John” due to his propensity for handing down unusually long prison terms.



[17]

This is a good time to share the old joke about the JFK conspiracy theorist who dies and goes to heaven, where God offers to answer any question he has about the universe. Obviously, our conspiracy theorist asks, “Who really killed JFK?”

“Lee Harvey Oswald,” God tells him, “acting alone.”

Our man’s eyes go wide. “Wow,” he says. “This goes even higher up than I thought!”






Joan of Arc

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

When the prefect of Alexandria’s daughter converted to Christianity, nothing in particular happened - it wasn’t as though the laws outlawing the cult would be enforced against her. She was smart, she was pretty (beautiful, even) and she had connections. So long as she kept quiet, Catherine could have a comfortable life.

[image: This comfortable, maybe?]

This comfortable, maybe?

She didn’t keep quiet. When the Emperor arrived in Alexandria for a festival, this festival included gladiatorial games and chariot races and feasting and drinking, and, of course, the best part - feeding Christians to lions. The prefect’s daughter telling the Emperor he was wrong to feed Christians to lions might have been pardonable softheartedness if it was just that she disliked watching slaves fed to lions, but her telling him that he was wrong because the Christians were right and he was wrong was flatly unacceptable. He had no more interest in offending her parents than anyone else, though (and, in fact, he was considering putting his wife aside and marrying her - a useful alliance and she had brains and guts) so instead he called on his top fifty philosophers to outargue her.

Instead she converted half of them to Christianity, so he had to have them killed. That was the point where he threw her in prison, hoping she’d change her mind and be sensible. Instead she converted everyone who showed up to argue with her in prison; when he deprived her of food she was fed by a dove, when he had her tortured her wounds miraculously healed. When his wife tried to talk sense into her, she converted and the Emperor had to have her killed, too, so since the slot was empty he, as a final try, proposed marriage to Catherine. She told him she had a better husband - Christ - and at that insult he condemned her to death. The first try failed when the breaking wheel shattered at her touch; the second try employed an axe, but though the blade struck true milk flowed from the stump instead of blood.

Except that this story is almost certainly fiction. Our oldest source is six hundred years after the events it chronicles and therefore should not remotely be trusted as fact. These stories grow in the telling, more and more miracles added with every retelling to the point where some people question whether St. Catherine even existed. When our sources are good they look like the Venerable Bede’s Life of St. Cuthbert, chronicling how he saw visions of angels, prophesied the future and also controlled the weather, which Bede based on a single chronicle written down within twenty years of the death of St. Cuthbert. This is to say that if we are lucky we got it thirdhand. (We are rarely lucky.)

A saintly teenage girl who outargues a roomful of philosophers with no training, merely divine inspiration, is absurd. There’s no chance at all that such a saint might have existed, let alone been interviewed by a team of experts (under oath) about her entire life, and of course if this team of experts did interview her they would no doubt end up concluding she was a fraud, though of course we can’t expect them to mail copies[1] of the interview to every monarch in Europe to prove it.

And definitely nobody would ever_, ever_ be so angry at irregularities in the first interview that they would try to themselves interview everyone she'd ever met[2] about her (still under oath) and mail a copy of the updated and revised version to every monarch in Europe to prove that all her miracles actually happened.

Meet Jeanne d’Arc, Maid of Orleans. Yes, yes, she defeated an invincible army and is a feminist hero and also one of the national saints of France, fine. More importantly, Joan of Arc is documented! She's a miracle-working saint who has evidence! She might have more evidence than any other non-monarch before the printing press! This is, then, an agnostic’s review of the evidence[3] for Joan of Arc - artillerist, fraudbuster, confirmed saint, and Extremely Documented Person.

[image: The reams and reams of documents are there, they're just invisible, trust me.]

(The reams and reams of documents are there, they're just invisible. Trust me.)

Let’s start with the legend of Joan of Arc: A poor peasant girl in France is chosen by God, goes to fight the English, defeats them in a series of battles while performing random miracles, is captured by them and burned as a witch, The End. Maybe you add the epilogue about how eventually the Church made her a saint. All completely impossible and all guaranteed to be nonsense.

The funny thing is the extent to which it isn't.



Around 1412, a female child "named Jean or Jeanette" was born in the tiny village of Donremy, on the marches of Lorraine in eastern France. She appears to have had half the village as her godparents, based on the number of people who testified later. This many godparents wasn't actually unusual - the job of godfather or godmother was half "it takes a village to raise a child" and half "witness that this person actually exists" - but it helpfully means that we know more about the birth of Joan of Arc than we do about the birth of Alexander.[4]

She grew up in an ordinary way. She was quiet and pious and... quiet... and... pious. It didn’t matter which side was asking questions about her, people had real trouble coming up with other things to say about her! A few stories leak through, though, about her being more than the normal kind of pious. Her village priest reported that she bribed him with wool to stop slacking off at his job; she occasionally snuck off from her work to spend extra time in church; she gave a great deal of alms. The most extraordinary event in her life was when a man sued her for breach of promise of marriage, which is the opposite of what usually happens; in an interesting piece of foreshadowing, she successfully defended herself in court by claiming that she had made no such promise. It was not a very remarkable life.

Then she ran off to save the country from the English because God told her to, which is the step that requires some explaining. Why did the country need saving?



Part One: “That brought great harm to the kingdom of France.”

The first thing you need to understand that France is cursed.

According to legend[5], this curse was incurred by Philip the Fair[6], King of France around 1300, when he had the Knights Templar abolished and all the officers of the order burned for heresy so he wouldn't have to pay back his debts.[7] From the flames, the last Grandmaster of the order cursed him with his dying breath that he would "see him before God's tribunal before the year was out" and Philip duly died within the year. His sons would follow him, and their sons, each in inexorable succession passing the crown to the next before dying in turn. The last of the Capet princes managed to make it almost fifteen years past Philip's death before succumbing to that old favorite, "unknown causes."[8]

This produced a succession crisis. The two available candidates to succeed him were the Duke of Guyenne, son of Philip the Fair's daughter Isabella,[9] and the Count of Orleans, son of Philip the Fair's brother Charles of Valois. Since the Duke of Guyenne was Edward III, King of England, and the Count of Orleans wasn't, the choice was obvious and France declared that the law had always been that the throne could never pass through a woman. Edward III was sixteen, in England, and busy, so he raised no meaningful objection, and Philip of Valois, called "The Fortunate" because he got to be king, inherited. Twelve years later, Philip eyed Guyenne, the last bit of France left in English hands from Eleanor of Aquitaine’s inheritance, and, observing the English busy in Scotland, he made his move.

This was unwise. It had been a reasonable decision to attack Edward II, inept, oppressive, and so devoted to his favorites his lords had plotted his murder; Edward III took after his grandfathers on both sides, conquerors both, and what he had been busy with during his French grandfather’s death was plotting a coup against his regents. At age seventeen he imprisoned his mother, murdered her lover[10] and invaded Scotland. After a decade or so the Scots wars pulled the French in - the Auld Alliance was not so Auld back then but it existed - and since the French wanted to get Guyenne back, why not?

The answer was, as it happened, that the Edwards first and third had spent the past sixty years building the most professional army in Europe. England, like the rest of post-Roman Europe, had been founded on a military basis of feudal levies, with each vassal providing soldiers at his expense to fight alongside the king’s personal retinue. These soldiers could be called out for long enough to stop marauding Vikings but not for much longer, so any attempt to raise an army for even a single year's campaign required agonizing negotiations with each individual leader and, worse, meant that the troops were all either sullen conscripts or proud knights eager for glory and jealous of their honor. These knights might fight like the devil - as everyone from Greece to Egypt to Tunis had learned to their cost - but leading these men was like herding cats.

In England, however, the practice of scutage (nobles paying money to get out of raising troops) had arisen, and also in England there existed that fantastically useful tool of kings for raising money, the English Parliament.[11] With the combination of carrot - redress of grievances - and stick - pay or I'll impose costs on you perfectly legally - augmented by the patriotic pride of Englishmen who might not want to kill Frenchmen themselves but really wanted the Frenchmen dead, Edward collected money and used it to pay professionals drawn from England and Wales, and these professionals fought.

The English army was never large, somewhere between seven thousand and fifteen thousand men at its height.[12] Even the Scots could muster more soldiers - but the Scots army was largely lightly-armored and poorly-trained spearmen and bowmen, and the English were all armored and well-armed, with plenty of time to train and no loyalties running against their loyalties to their king and their pay, and when well-led they demolished the Scots.

This was the army that landed in France. Since France had about five times as many people in it as England, this army was wildly outnumbered. The chroniclers describe the French army as variously seventy-two thousand or a hundred and twenty thousand men - to hysterical laughter from modern historians, who think they only had twenty or thirty thousand - but it was clear that when the armies met it would inevitably be a slaughter.

It was. In the other direction. The King of France raised his levies, called up the royal knights, hired mercenaries, invited in allies. All mustered beneath the Oriflamme, the sacred banner of Charlemagne, and this massive army went to catch the English, the English backed off rapidly while looking for defensive terrain, the French pushed on, the English started planting stakes and caltrops, the French attacked - and the English massacred them.

The English, you see, had the longbow.

The Welsh longbow had made it to England under the first Edward; it’s a simple weapon, cheap to make, useful for hunting, and if you get good with it you can put a 37-inch arrow through chainmail. Its effectiveness has been exaggerated by patriotic historians - modern research[13] suggests that even at short range it couldn't go through the best-made breastplates in Europe - but patriotic historians can exaggerate anything, horses didn't wear heavy armor, and the accuracy and rate of fire of the longbow would not be surpassed until the repeating rifle,[14] [15] five hundred years later. The battle started with an archery duel between the English archers and Genoese crossbowmen, then believed to be the best long-range specialists in Europe, who were driven from the field and then ridden down by their own furious employers[16] as they charged furiously into the face of the English army, and managed no better. By the time the French knights reached the English lines, their horses were dead and they'd be suffering from all sorts of minor[17] wounds and they would have been repeatedly punched in the torso with longbow arrows, which if it happens to you is going to leave you bruised and exhausted even if your armor is good enough to stop the projectile. Then the English men-at-arms, still fresh, killed the French until they routed.

The French, naturally, put together another army, which was beaten in almost exactly the same way at Poitiers. Again and again it repeated itself - Agincourt, Verneuille, Aljubarrota[18] and dozens of minor fights - and every one of them was, in essence, a repeat of Crecy. Minor variations occurred - at Poitiers the French attacked on foot, at Verneuille they detached troops to attack the English baggage train - but these didn’t help.

The French were saved from immediate disaster by three things. The first was the Black Death, which killed a third of Europe. This had effects wildly beyond the scope of our story but also demolished the tax bases of every state in Europe. This shrunk the size of armies and thereby as an incidental side effect meant that all existing castles were heavily overbuilt, since they were intended to defend against half again the force that would actually be present, which slowed the pace of war tremendously.

The second was a strategy adopted by the French kings in which they did not fight the English. They would just let the English field army march wherever it liked and loot and burn whatever it liked, and meanwhile their troops would be burning and pillaging everywhere the English held and the English field army wasn't. This was extremely unpopular among the people being pillaged, but the English did run out of money before the French ran out of castles and that meant the French could go around taking English castles in France while the English army was in England.

And the third was that the English army depended on good leadership, and when Edward III died the English wouldn’t have it for another forty years, until Henry V took the throne. This two-generation timeskip provided enough time for the population to partially replenish and also for the French to completely forget Lesson Two, an error of memory which produced Agincourt.

Agincourt was the standard model of battle - Henry V "made it his course to busy the minds of his people with foreign quarrels", to misquote Shakespeare, landed an army in Normandy and went around taking and besieging towns. When the French went up to engage him, Henry attempted to withdraw, took up a position on good ground and when the French attacked the English broke them utterly. Halfway through the battle the order was given to kill the prisoners instead of holding them for ransom, and so the battle was not merely a defeat for the French, but a disaster, with a generation's worth of military leaders dead in a single day.[19]

[image: We’ve gotten much better at perspective in recent centuries, haven’t we?]

And then they all died.

The disaster was made worse by the fact that the French nobility at the time of Agincourt was trapped in an internal feud that was rapidly coming to resemble civil war. Between the time of the battles of Crecy and of Poiters, Philip the Fortunate had given the rich duchy of Burgundy in fief to his faithful son Philip the Bold, but Philip was faithful to his father, not to France. As the years rolled on and the throne of France passed from Philip the Fortunate to his son and grandson, the interests of the Dukes of Burgundy began to diverge from those of the Kings of France, and so in the age of the long truce the bold Dukes of Burgundy won lands through conquest and through marriage until their wealth and power nearly matched that of their ostensible monarchs. Under the three great Dukes of Burgundy who ruled in sequence, their realm became the leading state of the Renaissance, the continent's greatest sponsor of art and music and the true cultural heartland of Europe.[20]

But all these accomplishments had been won by the power of the Kingdom of France, which during the pause in the Hundred Years' War had cheerfully spent men and treasure conquering and protecting these lands for the Burgundians, allowing them to spend their treasure on paintings and sculptures and dance manuals. The Kingdom of France had done this not by the will of the King of France (Charles VI, Philip the Fortunate's grandson), who at that time was seriously mentally ill[21] and who the year before his regency started had murdered several people in a paranoid fit and afterwards took to believing that he was made of glass and would shatter if he fell, but through the decision of his regent, one Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy.

Naturally, Philip had opponents at court who objected to his abuse of the treasury for his private purposes. They wanted to abuse the treasury for their private purposes, and it simply wasn't fair that Uncle Philip got to monopolize it all! The head of this party was Philip the Bold's nephew and Charles the Mad's brother, Louis of Orleans, but for some bizarre reason his party was called the Armagnacs.[22] Louis took advantage of a moment of lucidity on his brother's part to get the regency, but was dismissed for corruption[23] and then when he continued to cross the Burgundians, murdered - but he had a son who inherited the blood feud and the two sides took advantage of the long truce in the war with England to go at it hammer and tongs, riots alternating with coups interspersed with outright field battles. Commoners and nobles alike rallied to one side or the other, and loyal Frenchmen could consider either faction to be the lesser evil. When Henry V invaded, the Armagnacs had happened to be in control of the government, and so their leaders had been at the battle of Agincourt and few escaped. The Burgundians were faced with a foreign invasion on the one hand and domestic strife on the other, so John the Fearless, then Duke of Burgundy, offered the Armagnacs an end to the feud and an alliance against the English, conditional on the Armagnacs yielding the regency to the Burgundian faction. The Armagnacs agreed. The two sides met to discuss terms, and then - with Henry V and his army rampaging around Normandy, taking towns at will! - the chiefs of the Armagnac faction had John the Fearless murdered in retaliation for Louis's earlier murder.

[image: This is fine.]

This is fine.

This was an act that made no political sense, an act that could only really be justified by blood vengeance, and the Burgundians, understandably, snapped. They held Paris by that point and with it physical control of the King and the Queen, and there was an army that had just taken Rouen that was available to their service if they had the wit to use it.

Charles the Mad played no particular role in the Anglo-French treaty that resulted. The key figures were Henry V of England, who intended not merely to reclaim Normandy but to press his great-grandfather’s claim to the French throne; Philip the Good of Burgundy, who had a blood feud to pursue; and Isabeau of Bavaria, Queen of France, a ruthless and ambitious woman who probably deserved better than she got from history; she'd done a fine job playing the political game and trying to keep her family alive during the Armagnac-Burgundian Feud, but by this point she was all out of cards. The treaty said that Henry V would wed Charles's daughter, that Isabeau of Bavaria would swear that the Dauphin[24] Charles (an Armagnac) was no son of the king's but the product of an incestuous[25] affair between her and Louis of Orleans, and since that meant they were all out of male descendants of Charles the Mad, why, Henry would serve as regent for him and inherit through his own wife when he died.

At that point the dominoes fell fast. The Armagnacs, under the (exceedingly poor) leadership of the Dauphin Charles and his (exceedingly inept) advisors, now the rump state of France, tried to fight multiple times; they called on Scotland for aid and got it and called on Castille and didn't.[26] Every time they tried to fight they were beaten and Henry (now "The Conqueror") rolled down France, taking castles one by one and installing loyal members of the Burgundian party - now the collaborators' party - as governors. It looked as though the Hundred Years' War would soon be over.

Then Charles the Mad died. Then Henry the Conqueror died. The new King of England, son of Henry and his newlywed queen, was not yet one year old.

Now was a moment of opportunity, but the Armagnacs were in no position to take it. The battle of Verneuil, when they had the aid of the Scots, took place two years after the death of the two kings,[27] and even though the Scots knew how to fight Englishmen the French and their allies were as beaten as ever. Henry's government rested in the hands of his brother, the Duke of Bedford, and if Bedford was not quite his brother's equal it was only because very few men could be. The Armagnacs were despised by the population at large as corrupt and murderous, and the educated, cultured classes looked towards Burgundy as the sole hope of France and thereby accepted the necessity that the reign of the Valois kings was over. Some villages supported the Armagnacs as the lesser of two evils, others were pro-Burgundian, and bands of men-at-arms under any authority or none wandered the country, pillaging as they pleased. The most despised of them were the English army, the goddams, respecters of no property and of no religion,[28] not speaking the French language or feeling the slightest mercy for the French people. South of the Loire river, the country was Armagnac to the extent it was anything; north it was Burgundian, and the key crossing lay at the city of Orleans, with an English army besieging it in spite of every relief effort the inept Dauphin could put together.

This was the state of France - leaderless, beaten, disorganized, a country that would need a miracle if it was going to survive.

Then it got one.



Part Two: The Life of Joan of Arc

2.1: “There lives a maid between Coussey and Vaucouleurs that will see the King crowned within a year.”

When Joan was thirteen, she started hearing voices.[29]

The voices told her that she should be good and remember to always go to church and obey her parents, which I understand is not exactly the default thing for hallucinations to tell you to do, though they are, of course, culture-dependent. She reported they were angels, that they came with a great light, that they came from the direction of the church, and that they were often accompanied by a sweet (or good) smell. She had not had a very eventful life and no one particularly noticed; her father had bad dreams that she'd go run off and join the army, which can be put down to the perfectly normal worries of a father for his daughter, considering the men-at-arms; her family were partisans of the Armagnac faction, so far as we can tell on the grounds that they weren't collaborators, and she mostly spent her time helping her mother in the house.

When she was fifteen:


[The] voice told me, twice or thrice a week, that I, Joan, must go away and that I must come to France[30] and that my father must know nothing of my leaving. The voice told me that I should go to France and I could not bear to stay where I was. The voice told me that I should raise the siege laid to the city of Orleans… And me, I answered it that I was a poor girl who knew not how to ride nor lead in war.[31]



She was sixteen when she took action, going from her village with her uncle to the Armagnac-held town of Vaucouleurs to tell the commander of the garrison, Robert de Baudricourt, that God had sent her to save the kingdom of France and that it was the will of the King of Heaven that she be delivered safely to Bourges, where the Dauphin Charles was, and could he please provide her with a horse, a sword, men's clothes and an armed escort? He sent her home with instructions for her uncle to beat her more so she'd stop running off. She, undaunted, returned after a few months, and this time Robert sent her away but for... some reason... let her stay in Vaucouleurs, instead of sending her back to her family again.[32]

This gave her the opportunity to hit everyone in town with Charisma 18 Diplomacy checks.


I [Jean de Metz, a squire] spoke to her, saying, ‘My dear girl, what are you doing here? Must it not be that the King be cast out of the kingdom and we become English?’ And the Maid answered me, ‘I am come here to a King’s Chamber’ (i.e., to a royalist place) ‘to talk with Robert de Baudricourt that he may be willing to lead me or send me to the King, but he pays no attention to me nor to my words. And yet, before we are in mid-Lent, I must be at the King’s side, though I wear my feet to the knees. For indeed there is nobody in all the world, neither king nor duke, nor daughter of the King of Scotland,[33] nor any other who can recover the kingdom for France. And there will be no help (for the kingdom) if not from me. Although I would rather have remained spinning at my mother’s side, for it is not my condition, yet must I go and must I do this thing, for my Lord wills that I do so.’ I asked her who was her Lord. And she told me that it was God. Whereupon I, Jean, who bear witness here, promised the Maid, putting my hand in hers in a gesture of good faith, that, God helping, I would lead her to the King.



So when she came to de Baudricourt the third time he had her exorcised.[34] When that didn't stop her he said yes and either gave her or had crowdfunded for her everything she asked for - sword, horse, men's clothes, knight, squire (Jean de Metz, quoted above) and either four servants or three servants and an archer, depending on which source you prefer. The entire town chipped in to get her what she asked for, and de Baudricourt himself gave her a sword as she prepared to leave.

It's not wholly clear why de Baudricourt did this. The state of affairs of the Armagnac faction was certainly desperate, and yes, there were rumors that "it has been prophesied that France shall be lost by a woman and restored by a virgin from the Lorraine marches"[35] but really when you think about it, what are the odds it's this virgin? How does he even know she is a virgin? Even in the middle ages they knew most prophecies were fake, because you could go around just claiming anything you felt like was a prophecy. Maybe it's just charisma? That might explain what happened next, which is that the knight who took her had planned on raping her along the way, just on general principles,[36] but somehow he... couldn't do it:


Every night she lay down with Jean de Metz and me, keeping upon her her surcoat and hose, tied and tight. I was young then and yet I had neither desire nor carnal movement to touch woman, and I should not have dared to ask such a thing of Joan, because of the abundance of goodness which I saw in her.



And so, dodging men-at-arms as they went on the assumption that they were probably hostile to everyone just by default, they made their way to the Dauphin's court.

2.2: “Thou art true heir of France and King’s son.”

The story of her arrival at the Dauphin's temporary capital at Chinon is legendary. Even people who know very little about Joan of Arc have often heard about it; it's one of the most famous scenes of her life, a subject of paintings and stories. (Age of Empires II practically starts with it.) The story tells that Joan approached the Dauphin in a room full of fine lords and noblemen where he was dressed plainly, that he denied his identity and she persisted that he and he alone was the trueborn king of France, and by this sign of her gifts convinced all that she was a saint chosen by God to bring him victory.

Or:


“Then, Joan, who was come before the King, made the bows and reverences customary to make to the King, as if she had been nurtured at court, and this greeting done said, addressing her speech to the King: ‘God give you life, gentle King,’ whereas she knew him not and had never seen him. And there were (present) several lords, dressed with pomp and richly and more so than was the King. Wherefore he answered the said Joan, ‘Not I am the King, Joan.’ And, pointing to one of his lords, said, ‘There is the King.’ To which she replied, ‘By God, gentle prince, it is you and none other.’ ”

[image: How can it be false if it’s painted?]
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Yeah, that probably never happened. Sure, sure, it's sourced to a contemporary French historian (Jean Chartier, quoted above) who we know had met the Dauphin a decade or two after his coronation and could very easily have talked to eyewitnesses and gotten the story from them, and so it's on a much better foundation than ninety-nine percent of what we believe about history. But we have eyewitnesses. Here's one:


Raoul de Gaucourt, grand master of the King’s household, eighty-five years of age or thereabouts: “I was present in the castle and town of Chinon when the Maid arrived, and I saw her when she presented herself before the royal majesty, with much humility and great simplicity, the poor little shepherdess, and I heard the following words which she spoke to the King: ‘Very noble Lord Dauphin, I am come and am sent by God, to bring succour to you and your kingdom.’



No mention of the denial, no mention of the King's dress. Where did the story come from? The probable explanation lies in Joan's own testimony during her first trial by the English:


[A]fter a meal I went to my King who was in the castle. When I entered my King’s room, I knew him among the others by the counsel of my voice which revealed him to me. I told my King that I wanted to go and make war against the English.



So if she's to be trusted her voices did indeed point him out - but if we're a cynic, she could have been guessing by his body language. Still, it's enough so that we can see the story growing from there.

Either way, Charles was initially skeptical, but Joan addressed him as the true and rightful heir to the kingdom of France and then took him aside and gave him some sign, and this deeply rattled him. We aren't sure what the sign was; Joan told her interrogators that she had sworn an oath to keep the details secret and so she couldn't swear another one to tell the truth on this matter and that if the English wanted to know they could ask her King, and when they pressed her repeatedly to tell them the sign she gave her king she switched to making sarcastic comments, like "the sign you need is for God to deliver me out of your hands, the most certain sign He could show you." Nor did any of her other contemporaries write down what the sign was.[37] But whatever it was, it clearly rattled the Dauphin - he was sure she had access to some kind of magic, he just couldn't tell if it was white or black. Just as Robert de Baudricourt had ordered an exorcism, so the Dauphin Charles called for an examination and sent for the doctors of theology at the University of Poitiers to interview her, so that they could tell him if it was ethical to recruit her.

Unfortunately, the record of the examination at Poitiers doesn't exist any more. It definitely existed then! Joan repeatedly tells her interrogators at the first trial "That's in the book at Poitiers" and one of her examiners survived to testify at the second (posthumous) trial, but unfortunately most medieval manuscripts don't exist any more and this is one of them. It would be an invaluable source if we had it, but all we've got left is what one elderly Dominican remembered at the second trial. One fragment is:


“Master Guillaume Aimeri interrogated her: ‘Thou hast said that the voice told thee that God wishes to deliver the people of France from the calamities which afflict it. If he wishes to deliver it, it is not necessary to have men-at-arms.’ Then Joan answered him: ‘By God the men-at-arms will do battle and God will give victory.’ With this answer Master Guillaume held himself satisfied...



And we have their final conclusion, which was:


“That in her is found no evil, but only good, humility, virginity, devotion (devoutness), honesty, simplicity.”



Well, fair enough.

And the elderly Dominican continues:


"We reported all that to the King’s Council, and were of opinion that, given the imminent necessity and the peril in which the town of Orleans stood, the King could well use her help and send her to Orleans.



I like this response because… One is not allowed to declare a living person a saint. The saints are the people in Heaven. According to Catholic theology, a living person might at any point use his God-given free will to do evil and not repent of it. This is therefore about as close as they can get, and it's pretty far!

On the other hand, we all see the other side of the story, right? The desperate gambler who realizes that his stack's almost out and he might as well bet against the odds he'll make a flush, because probably he won't but if he folds he’s out anyway, right?

Since the Dauphin wasn't quite desperate enough to risk his soul to win, he also had her checked over by women of his wife's household to confirm that she was a virgin, both because of the belief at the time that virginity was the sign of sainthood and because if she's lying about that she's clearly just full of shit on every other topic, too. She passed the test, of course. Joan's opinion on the multipronged inquiry into her origins and character was that "she was not pleased with all these interrogations and that they were preventing her from accomplishing the work for which she was sent and that the need and time were come to act.”[38] Once again: Fair enough.

And it seems to be only at about this point that the Dauphin Charles has Joan given basic training in the arts of a soldier and of a captain, which she has never had the opportunity to get before.[39] But he can't get her much of it, because she shows up in February or March and goes to the front in late April, giving about a month to teach her how to move in armor, fight with a sword, ride a warhorse, command infantry, command cavalry, command artillery.[40] Fortunately, she appears to... already know most of this? Or something? Because, in the judgement of Joan's peers:


Thiband d’Armagnac or de Termes, Knight, bailiff of Chartres: "Except in matters of war, she was simple and innocent. But in the leading and drawing up of armies and in the conduct of war, in disposing an army for battle and haranguing the soldiers, she behaved like the most experienced captain in all the world, like one with a whole lifetime of experience."

[The Duke d'Alencon, French nobleman and general]: "In everything that she did, apart from the conduct of the war, Joan was young and simple, but in the conduct of war she was most skillful, both in carrying a lance herself, in drawing up the army in battle order, and in placing the artillery. And everyone was astonished that she acted with such prudence and clear-sightedness in military matters, as cleverly as some great captain with twenty or thirty years’ experience; and especially in the placing of artillery, for in that she acquitted herself magnificently."

[Marguerite La Touroulde, Joan's landlady at Chinon] "And from all that I know of her she was absolutely ignorant except in the matter of arms. For I have seen her ride a horse and wield a lance as well as the finest soldier, and the soldiers themselves were most astonished by this."



Dunois (Bastard of Orleans) gives up and flatly says that she's so good that


I believe that Joan was sent by God, and that her deeds in the war were the fruit of divine inspiration rather than of human agency. . . . And this is why:



And then he gives one actual miracle as evidence (we'll get to that) and everything else is cases of her being so good at war that


I swear that the English, two hundred of whom had previously been sufficient to rout eight hundred or a thousand of the royal army, from that moment became so powerless that four or five hundred soldiers and men at arms could fight against what seemed to be the whole force of England.



Dunois here is speaking from experience. The last time French and English forces had clashed in any serious way was about a year before Joan showed up at court, when the pride of the French army was defeated by a convoy of pickled herrings.[41] Dunois was present at that debacle; he managed to dodge the blame and in fact from the Siege of Orleans up to, what, the mid-fifteenth century[42] or so, he's one of the leading French generals. So he and d'Alencon can be considered expert testimony, and the expert testimony is that she is unfairly good.

[image: The Bastard of Orleans thinks that this isn’t fair.]
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This is where a lot of the conspiracy-theory stories about Joan really get started, because her "riding a horse and wielding a lance as well as the finest soldier" skills are patently ridiculous if they have ten years of training and she has one month, to say nothing about her command skills, so they claim she must've had advance training. But we're recounting the evidence here and saving our desperate attempts to come up with an explanation for a later section, so we can just recount the consensus and move on to what her leadership looked like.

2.3: “A Maid sent by God to drive out the English.”

It looked like charisma-enforced puritanism. d'Alencon, who is one of my favorite sources, recounts in the tone of a man missing a dear departed friend that Joan kept upbraiding him for his blasphemous swearing and he kept guiltily stopping whenever he noticed her in earshot. She made sure the soldiers all went to Mass regularly, drove those of the camp followers who wouldn't marry their men from camp with the flat of her sword[43] and absolutely forbade looting and cruelty towards prisoners. She was not actually in charge of the army, but only of one company of troops; she was given arms and a banner (God upheld by angels blessing a fleur-de-lis) and a couple squires and a few hundred men to escort supplies into the city, but somehow before her force made it very far it was her force. She ruled less by royal or official authority than by the fact that before long everyone would do whatever she wanted because are you going to tell the Maid no? It started with only her own few hundred troops, but before long it spread to anyone in earshot of her voice.

This was important because the transitional system of military organization used by the French in the early fifteenth century appears to be terrible. So far as I, who am not actually an expert on the fifteenth century, can tell, the system in use was that the essential person is the captain, who can be a royal appointee leading state troops, or a nobleman with his vassals or a mercenary leading his own employees (to the extent these are distinct categories), and who commands a force of, oh, three or four hundred men. If the king is present, he's in charge. Otherwise the Constable of France is in charge, when he isn't under strict orders to stay away from court due to a blood feud with one of the king's chief advisors;[44] alternatively or if he happens to be absent, then the king can designate one of the captains as an overall commander,[45] but in practice all captains are equals but the King and if the King is indecisive[46] they solve all problems produced by a divided command by bickering, and we saw how well that worked at the Battle of the Herrings.

When compared to this mess, Joan's system of command-by-charisma was a tremendous success, and even leaving aside the claims of miracles (and her implausible untrained artillery skills) we can see why. First, unlike earlier French armies, Joan's troops would neither charge nor rout without orders. Second, she'd given them a logical hypothesis for why they kept losing battles (they'd offended God), then changed the behavior that lead to it (no swearing, no fornication, no hurting the innocent) and so they should logically expect to start winning instead of losing.

But also she kept doing miracles, and this terrified her contemporaries, Armagnac or Burgundian or English. Most of them are minor things - calming a horse with the Cross, hearing a soldier who would die in the next engagement blaspheming and saying "do you swear, and you so near to death?", predicting when she'd be injured in advance, not dying of infection when shot, telling the Duke d'Alencon "move or you'll get hit by a cannonball,” he moves and a couple of minutes later there's the cannonball[47] killing someone else, and so forth and so on. And then there was the sword. Joan sent a letter to the town of Sainte-Catherine de Fierbois requesting that they kindly look behind (or under, she doesn't remember exactly what she said) the altar for a rusty sword with five crosses on the hilt, clean the rust off and send it to her. So they did. (We have reports of this from both Joan and the priest who mailed it to her.) Rumors that this was Joyeuse, the sword of Charlemagne, demonstrate decisively that there no lily that someone will not determinedly gild, but whatever the sword's provenance it became part of the legend of Joan of Arc.

Her arrival at Orleans was also part of the legend. The English had built or taken a number of forts around the city and were bombarding it with their artillery, but they didn't have the numbers to completely encircle it and so when Joan arrived the siege was moving pretty slowly. Jean Dunois, Bastard of Orleans, was in charge of the city's defense, and he gave orders that her convoy of supplies and reinforcements enter the city by a circuitous route to avoid the English garrisons before riding out to join them. When he arrived Joan, metaphorically breathing fire, angrily demanded he explain why he'd ordered her troops redirected when the simplest solution was that they just sailed upriver. Dunois explained very patiently that, yes, the city's captains had taken counsel together and they had concluded that given that the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, the most sensible option was to avoid the risk of fighting the English and they thought that was best and safest -

"In God's name, the counsel of the Lord your God is wiser and safer than yours," said Joan.[48]


Forthwith and as in the same moment, the wind which was contrary and absolutely prevented the boats from moving upstream, in which were laden the victuals for Orleans, changed and became favourable.



So after the wind directly and miraculously reversed, Joan and her troops were able to enter the city. They held a parade (we have a journal from one of the burghers of Orleans, which is a Useful Eyewitness Source separate from the two trials), Joan went out under flag of truce to demand that the English surrender to God (and got laughed at),[49]and Dunois left to fetch even more reinforcements. Meanwhile Joan - stuck with Dunois nominally in charge and people unwilling to go attack in defiance of the commander-in-chief's orders - was firing up her troops. Dunois returned with his reinforcements and news that the English would be getting reinforcements of their own directly,[50] and that night as she was drifting off to sleep Joan woke up her squire by loudly crying out. He muzzily rose and asked her what it was, and she said that her voices had told her to attack the English immediately but not where to do it![51] At which point they rushed out and discovered that there was a skirmish already underway and gathered all their forces to join it, swiftly turning it against the English and driving them from one of their forts...

... After which she ordered that none of the prisoners be executed, and wept since so many of the English had died without confessing their sins, and so she made sure that on the next day (the feast of the Ascension) all the French troops took confession and avoided sinning.

(It is after this skirmish that "a valiant and notable knight" whose name our source politely avoids mentioning suggests that maybe they should stop pushing their luck and call this good enough. "You have been at your counsel and I at mine; and know that my Lord’s counsel will be accomplished and will prevail and that that (other) counsel will perish," said Joan, and goes onwards with the next attack.)

[image: If you’ve only got a month’s training, carrying a banner instead of a sword is just good sense.]
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This set the tone for the rest of the siege - rapid French assaults on the English fortifications each independently as Joan's visions directed her, with the Maid's fanatical charisma to keep morale up. At the next major bastion the English repelled the French until Joan managed to get the fleeing French to turn and make another attack which actually succeeded, at the next Joan was wounded holding a scaling ladder and the attack faltered, but she returned to it and it succeeded. At the next she bore her banner again, and at the next most of the English defending the fortification died when the bridge they fled over broke under them.

The English responded by giving up their siege and risking all on a pitched battle. The French could attack each fort in turn and so destroy them in detail, and seeing this, the remaining English soldiers burned their forts and withdrew all their companies together into a single formation, planted their stakes[52] and offered battle on the open field.

This time the opinion of the Armagnac captains was for war, but Joan said, no, it was Sunday, they should respect the Lord's day and not shed blood on it. The English withdrew, and Joan was a legend.

She was a legend in France, where a leading poetess came out of retirement to pen a new poem in celebration of her great victory. She was a legend in England, where the regent, Bedford, wrote to the young king to update him about the new danger from that "disciple and lyme of the Feende, called the Pucelle, that used fais enchauntements and sorcerie”.[53] She was a legend in Venice, where the representatives of the Morosini bank sent back reports because they'd be useful in planning voyages.[54] And her legendary nature had concrete consequences. After her arrival at Orleans a militia had risen to support the French army; volunteers flooded into camp every day, some of them writing gushing letters home recounting how they had seen her, talked to her. The Duke of Brittany, long a neutral in the conflict, sent his confessor over her to reassure her that the Duke would send his son with a mighty army to the King of France's support.[55] People invented the most heated rumors about her origins, full of wild speculation as they try to come up with coherent theories to explain how she ended up with all the skills she possesses.

This legendary status gave her a lot of influence with her fellow soldiers and officers and random commoners,[56] but less with the Dauphin. The Dauphin Charles seems to have been the sort of person who agrees to anything the person who talked to him last wants,[57] and he had a peace party as well as a war party contesting for influence at his court and they thought he should stop reraising on this one good hand and accept his gains and try to negotiate some kind of final end to the war. Joan was equal to the task, though, and interrupted the middle of a strategy meeting to fall upon her knees and beg for him to come to Rheims and there be crowned. Charles made plans for this before anyone managed to talk him out of it, placing the Duke d'Alencon in charge (who seems to have been an early convert to Joan's cause, eager to do whatever God wanted since apparently God wanted to do exactly what he wanted to do except with better tactics) and he and Joan rushed off to organize a campaign for Rheims.

They did not do this without objections, and serious ones, from the peace party but also from military men not suddenly struck by Joan's charisma. And these men had good reasons to object. If you happen to be a cold-blooded bastard with a deep understanding of the nature of supply lines and logistical warfare who naturally thinks in terms of realpolitik, marching straight for Rheims is obviously a really stupid idea. It means taking an army through English- and Burgundian-held territory where their cavalry can harass your lines of communication, your back to the river, where one battle risks encirclement and destruction, overcoming or bypassing a tremendous number of strong English fortifications including Paris, all for a wholly intangible gain because Rheims isn't even a very large city. Instead they could try to seize key forts, attack Paris and take the capital, go to Normandy to harass the lines of communication of the English, move against the Burgundian capital to break the alliance - why are they going to Rheims?

Because, according to ancient tradition, kings of France must be crowned in Rheims. This sacred ritual is what establishes that the King is the King, chosen by God. As the Dauphin, Charles is head of the Armagnac party; as King Charles VII, he would be King of France, especially since his rival Henry VI is a small child and furthermore a small child in England who therefore hasn't been properly crowned yet. Joan has faith they can overcome the material obstacles and that pulling this off will give them huge spiritual gains, and if you replace "spiritual gains" with "gains in morale," she is clearly right. The French army marches off with the King, ready to gamble everything on this one stroke.

They take an elaborate circuitous route to avoid the main English strongholds and attack minor English strongholds, each reduced one by one. In each fight the French engage the English garrison, attack it and drive it from its fortifications in the town; in each they are victorious and the English fall back. As they advance volunteers flood to them, providing them with supplies, and captains long absent - including the exiled Constable of France[58] - join the campaign, spirits revitalized and ready to return to the fray. Meanwhile the main English field army gathered to attack them, coming up to meet the French at the woodlands near Patay. The day before both sides had camped a safe distance, well aware of their opposition, and then as the next day broke the French and English field armies mustered for the climactic battle of the campaign.

Unfortunately for the English, the Battle of Patay is the single most one-sided climactic battle I have ever encountered in all my studies of history. I'm not sure exactly why; the accounts of the battle (in secondary or primary sources) disagree with each other even more than they normally do, but so far as I can tell from the accounts and histories I've read, it happened something like this.

The English army had been divided into three forces when it camped, and as the English drew up in the morning to fight they gathered together. The French assembled faster, in defensive formation to take an attack from the English, and then the Duke d'Alencon asked Joan what to do.

"See that you all have good spurs!"

"What? Are we to turn our backs on them?"

"No," said Joan, "for the pursuit."[59]

And the French rushed on the English vanguard with incredible speed, which was not quite finished joining the rest of the English army. Shocked to see the French, who they though were waiting for them, already rushing out of the woods, the vanguard routed instantaneously. The French pursued them into the second force, which, seeing the first disintegrate, routed itself, and meanwhile the commander of the rearguard, Sir John Falstaff, implemented a tactical withdrawal in good order, thereby extricating his force and wrecking his military career, ending up as the scapegoat for the entire doomed campaign and a comic relief character for Shakespeare. The casualty figures are staggering; the English lost "two to four thousand men" killed or captured, the majority of their force, while the French army had three deaths. This, to be clear, is about the number of men you expect to accidentally trip over their own stirrups dismounting and break their necks. The French swept onwards to Rheims, every town they reached surrendering within the day, and the Dauphin Charles was crowned King Charles VII of France before crowds cheering or weeping at the extraordinary victory, with Joan having the place of honor beside him. Crowds flocked to the king and the mood in the country was ecstatic.
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2.4: ‘By my martin, the place would have been taken.’

At which point the French court agreed to a truce for two weeks and their armies stopped campaigning for a while while the English and Burgundians raised more armies.

No, really. If at any point I have given you a positive impression of the competence of the French court, I do revoke it! King Charles rode around accepting the fealty of various towns while Joan constantly urged him to march swiftly on Paris and finish the war. Joan's councils failing, she begged him for the chance to retire; she had successfully accomplished all of her prophesied tasks, the Duke of Orleans had been ransomed, Orleans had been relieved, the King crowned. Could she go home now? Her voices didn't have any more tasks for her, "take Paris instead of dithering" was just common sense.

Instantly vetoed. Of course she couldn't leave! She was his best general! Instead the King gave her brothers arms and lands and knighthood and made her follow the army around instead of going home. Occasionally during the long periods of truce she had a job to do like investigating a fake saint,[60] and when the campaign eventually resumed she was with the army again, but he didn't listen to her and he didn't let her go.

And then she reverted to the mean. Not all the way, of course. But Patay was a miracle, and the miracle didn't recur. Her voices would tell her if other saints were fakes or not, and occasionally they'd start warning her that she'd be taken prisoner eventually, but for military advice they gave her no help, and without them she was merely a very good general. When she finally got her chance to make her attack on Paris it looked like she'd win but the English negotiated another truce over her head and Joan was a loyal vassal of her king, so that was that. Her actual capture - in a minor skirmish with the Burgundians, with her leading the vanguard on the way to the attack and the rearguard on the way back - was an anticlimax, and while we have a witness he politely declined to comment on the scene.[61]

That left the Duke of Burgundy with the question of what to do with her. The ethical thing to do by the laws of war would be to ransom her back, but that would also give the French back their best general, and so Duke Philip was somewhat reluctant to do that. That reluctance was aided by the fact that Charles was back to mostly having the peace camp in the room with him instead of the war camp,[62] and they viewed Joan's existence as a provocation to war all by itself.[63] Joan wasn't ransomed. Instead the Burgundians imprisoned her as a legitimate war captive for a while and then arranged for a prisoner transfer in exchange for moderate compensation, which is to say they sold her to the English.[64]

The English and their French subordinates, who had been desperately writing letters begging the Burgundians to give them Joan so they could BURN THE WITCH were, as you would expect, absolutely overjoyed.[65] No woman could possibly have won Joan's victories, so either she's a saint or a witch, but if Joan was a saint, clearly the English government was in the wrong and any Frenchman working with them is a traitor. Since the English government was clearly in the right and they were not traitors, therefore she was a witch and had to be burned. They got the local inquisition (which they controlled) to set up a trial immediately, known to history as the Trial of Condemnation after its inevitable result.

2.5. ‘I appeal before God, the Great Judge.”

It was going to be a kangaroo court, of course. Now, you might think that inquisitions are just naturally kangaroo courts, but by the standards of the Inquisition, this was a kangaroo court; there were rules in place, and the English intended to follow them only insofar as these rules would not interfere with the result they intended. She was supposed to be judged by the bishop of her diocese; since the bishop of her diocese was pro-Armagnac, that was out, so they had her tried by the bishop of the place where she was taken - only the bishop of the place she was taken wasn't on their side, either, so they misrecorded where she was taken so that she could be tried by the Burgundian bishop of the neighboring diocese, Pierre Cauchon. She was legally allowed a defense attorney,[66] which she didn't get; she was spied on during the confessional, two of the judges vanish halfway through and at the Trial of Rehabilitation the witnesses report they were fired for being too sympathetic to the defendant, she was guarded in a military prison by English men-at-arms instead of by churchmen or respectable women, and the list just goes on and on and on. They were supposed to have her tried in her home territory so everyone who knew her could give testimony, but they couldn't do that because it was held by the other side, so they declared that the room she was being tried in was legally speaking part of the diocese in which she was captured and pretended that was good enough. They were supposed to interview everyone in her home province to see if she had a good reputation, but somehow they never recorded their results; twenty years later at the Trial of Rehabilitation a Lorraine merchant recounted that one of his countrymen in Rouen came to him full of bitterness that Cauchon hired him and then refused to pay him because “in the course of his inquiries he had learned nothing about Joan that he would not have liked to hear about his own sister.”

This did not stop the trial from being a great show. It really is one of the great achievements of this or any age. I could say great artistic achievements, but that would suggest that anyone was aiming at art; it is beautiful not in that it was made to be beautiful, but in that watching someone - anyone - perform at the top of a game - any game - is beautiful. Of the 400-odd pages in my edition, about 130 or so are the introduction and the background (including biographies of everyone mentioned in the trial), then another hundred or so are the bureaucratic minutia of listing who is present at the start of every day of the trial, and then the remaining 170 pages is Joan of Arc being lobbed tricky questions by the best theologians the English government can hire and, without saying anything heretical,[67] spending these 170 pages trolling them.

[image: ]

Does this woman look like a troll to you?


Asked if the people of Domrémy sided with the Burgundians or the other party, she answered that she only knew one Burgundian; and she would have been quite willing for him to have his head cut off, that is if it had pleased God.

Asked if the voice told her in her youth to hate the Burgundians, she answered that since she had known that the voices were for the king of France, she did not like the Burgundians. She said the Burgundians will have war unless they do as they ought; she knows it from her voice.

Asked whether in her youth she had any great intention of defeating the Burgundians, she answered that she had a great desire and will for her king to have his kingdom.



Did she say that God (who is Love) told her to hate the party of the Burgundians? No. Did she intend to defeat them, prior to her revelation? No. Did she want them dead? Well, yes, but only if it pleases God.

(Her judges are Burgundians.)


Asked what blessing she said or asked over the sword, she answered that she neither blessed it herself, nor had it blessed; she would not have known how to do it.

Asked if she ever put her sword on the altar, and if she did so to bring it better fortune, she answered no, as far as she knew.

Asked if she ever prayed for her sword to have better fortune, she answered: “It is well to know that I could have wished my armor (in French mon harnois) to have good fortune.”



(Blessing it is heretical because she's not a priest, going to effort to have it blessed might be idolatry if you really want to stretch it, and praying to be better at killing people is kinda sinful.)


Asked whether, since her voices had told her that in the end she should go to Paradise, she has felt assured of her salvation, and of not being damned in hell, she answered that she firmly believed what the voices told her, namely that she will be saved, as firmly as if she were already there.

Asked whether after this revelation she believed that she could not commit mortal sin, she answered: “I do not know; but in everything I commit myself to God.”

And when she was told that this was an answer of great weight, she answered that she held it for a great treasure.



(The belief that she's immune to sin is heresy. The belief that she can go to Heaven in a state of mortal sin is heresy. The belief that she'll eventually go to Heaven can't be heresy because Jesus told specific people they would go to Heaven.)


Asked if God ordered her to wear a man’s dress, she answered that the dress is a small, nay, the least thing. Nor did she put on man’s dress by the advice of any man whatsoever; she did not put it on, nor did she do aught, but by the command of God and the angels.

Asked whether it seemed to her that this command to assume male attire was lawful, she answered: “Everything I have done is at God’s command; and if He had ordered me to assume a different habit, I should have done it, because it would have been His command.”

Asked if she thought she had done well to take man’s dress, she answered that everything she did at God’s command she thought well done, and hoped for good warrant and succor in it.

Asked if, in this particular case, by taking man’s dress, she thought she had done well, she answered that she had done nothing in the world but by God’s commands.



She is simultaneously utterly direct, so exceedingly Christian that on no point of doctrine can they call her out, and qualified to perfectly sidestep every single question they ask her. It must have been infuriating.[68]

She started everything off by quibbling about the oath they wanted her to swear (she'd previously sworn to keep King Charles's secrets, and so she needed to clarify that she would only swear limited oaths to tell the truth about things that touch on the trial and don't touch on the king) and then when the bishop judging her asked her to say the our father she said she would - if he'd hear her in confession.

(He obviously couldn't prosecute her if he was her confessor! That would violate the seal of the confessional! Also, he can't really refuse because this is his job. He tries to offer her someone else hearing her confession and eventually drops the point.)

Entertainingly, she does this without apparently knowing anything except war and, uh, now theology somehow? They ask her if she'd tell the Pope anything differently than she tells them and she immediately demands to be taken to the Pope.[69] They ask her which Pope and she goes... the pope in Rome?

(The Avignon schism was, metaphorically speaking, last week, and in a couple decades the people trying her are going to schism briefly and elect their own Pope because they dislike the Roman one.)

The thing about all this is, though, that it's totally irrelevant to the actual situation. She can beat all the inquisitors in the room in debate, sure. That doesn't matter. The English bought her so they could kill her, ideally in a way that disgraces her king, and they aren't going to just let her go. She's the enemy's best general! When she answers all their absurd trick questions correctly, they respond by... writing down different answers than the one she gave and having her convicted based on them.[70] They end up concluding that she must be a heretic because she (a) wears men's clothes and (b) refuses to submit to the Pope,[71] [72] then they convict her of heresy and witchcraft, tell her that if she doesn’t repent they’ll burn her and if they do they’ll let her go, then when she “repents,”[73] they throw her back in prison and only give her men's clothes to wear,[74] and convict her of relapsing into heresy when she wears them instead of going naked. Then they burn her!

The sense of atmosphere we get for the burning is that of a garrison in hostile territory who is pretty sure there’s about to be a riot. She warned Cauchon that she had made her appeal for justice to God[75] before taking a last communion, spending her last moments with a sympathetic priest confessing her sins before being hurried down to the fire by eight hundred armed men; none of the usual cries of eagerness at a burning are reported, only yelling at the English and crying for her.

As she was hurried down she begged for a cross to hold; an English soldier gave her one, and as soon as Cauchon had declared her a relapsed heretic and handed her over to the secular power they hauled her down to the logs to be burned. For some reason in all the rush they let her make a final speech,[76] which took half an hour and involved forgiving everyone involved and begging them to forgive her all evils she did them; it’s a wonder the city didn’t riot. Her last words were prayers to the saints and to God, ending with cries of “Jesus!” Once the flames had died down the English swept her ashes into the river, so there wouldn’t be any relics.

She was nineteen. In all the haste of the day, the English had never actually convicted her of any crime.[77]

Shortly afterwards,[78] the executioner[79] rushed up to a monk, telling him "God help us, we have burned a saint. God help us, we have burned a saint."

History has tended to agree with him.



2.6: “Rejoice, free kingdom of France, for now God fights on your side.”

History has tended to agree with him - eventually.

The English and their allies didn't publish the full trial transcripts. A copy was kept in Rouen, where the trial took place; another copy was sent to Rome, where I suspect the very busy Pope put it in a file drawer somewhere; and I would guess a third copy went somewhere. What they published was the concluding section: The twelve articles of heresy they accused her of, her responses to them, and the conclusion of the judges ("burn her!"). The consensus of Catholic Europe was to assume it was a perfectly normal inquisitorial trial that convicted a perfectly normal heretic of perfectly normal heresy, and an embarrassed silence descended upon the French court on the topic of Joan of Arc. She might have won their battles, but her death made them look bad, and so they were silent.

A few decades passed. She was burned in 1431; in 1435,[80] after French victories alternating with long truces, an attempted tripartite council between the French, Burgundians and English ended with the outcome least favorable to England - Bedford, the regent of England, dead of an illness and the Burgundian-Armagnac feud put on pause while they ganged up on England. 1436 saw the fall of Paris to the French and now the French armies were unstoppable, racking up victory over victory while the English collapsed into the internal feuds that would lead to the Wars of the Roses.

Meanwhile, the records of the first trial remained in Rouen in their metaphorical file drawer. In 1450[81] the French took Rouen, and in their metaphorical file drawer the files rested.

But there was a right for families of a condemned victim to request to reopen trials, and Joan of Arc still had friends. A few preliminary stabs had been taken to reopen the trial in 1450 and 1452, but in 1454 her mother and brothers[82] petitioned the Papacy for the case to be reopened. An inquiry was slowly started, but it accelerated when they saw the Rouen files and realized what had actually happened in the first trial. 1455 saw the second trial unleashed in full, with 115 witnesses being interviewed, including everyone in Joan's village old enough to know her and all the people who had conducted the first trial and were willing to accept an offer of safe-conduct.

This trial - the "Trial of Rehabilitation," after its result, the overturning of the verdict of the first trial - is the source of the interviews that comprise most of our evidence. We have the records of the original trial, but the only reason we have the original handwritten notes is that the Trial of Rehabilitation found them.[83] All the records of the Trial of Rehabilitation are still there and we've quoted them regularly in the essay.

This means there's a giant vulnerability in our sources. What if the Trial of Rehabilitation was a show trial, but in the opposite direction? What if all that evidence was made up? In that case, most of what I've quoted would be unreliable. We'd be down to the Orleans burgher's journal and the Venetian letters and those other sources, most of which aren't eyewitnesses.

All I can say is: I don't think so. I'm not a forensic linguist, but I've read a lot of it and it sounds like it's in different voices and I've read a lot of histories and they take it seriously as a source and I bet a forensic linguist could get a lot of citations publishing a paper saying "Retrial of Joan of Arc Proved Fraudulent!"

But if we're going to take our sources seriously, that means we need to try to grapple with what our sources say, and our sources describe a lot of miracles..

First, a warning: Remember when I said I was reviewing the evidence for Joan of Arc? I lied.[84] I reviewed the evidence for Joan of Arc available in English. We've got two translations of the Trial of Condemnation (I read the free one) and then a couple of books pasted together from primary-source quotes, mostly from the Trial of Rehabilitation, and then we have like fifty different modern popular historians writing books about how cool Joan is that I read a bunch of. I didn't review all the evidence for Joan of Arc, and I invite someone else to, because the evidence was in a mixture of medieval French, modern French and Latin and in spite of all my efforts I am tragically monolingual.

Still, with the evidence we’ve seen, let’s try to come up with some solutions for this.



Part Three: “And we know that all she has said has always come to pass.”

First, though, there’s one more thing I need to cover.

One thing which kept coming up in earlier sections, and I kept cutting so it wouldn't interfere with the flow, is that Joan of Arc keeps making predictions about the future and they keep happening.[85]

Most of them are pretty explicable. Quoth the Duke d’Alencon:


[W]hen I left my wife to come to the army with Joan, my wife said to Joan that she was very much afraid for me, that I had been taken prisoner before, and that they had had to pay so much money for my ransom that she would have liked to beg me to stay. Then Joan answered her, “Have no fear. I will return him to you safe and sound, and in the state he is in now or in a better one.”

“During the attack on the town of Jargeau, Joan told me at one moment to retire from the place where I was standing, for if I did not “that engine”—and she pointed to a piece of artillery in the town—“will kill you.” I fell back, and a little later on that very spot where I had been standing someone by the name of my lord de Lude was killed. That made me very much afraid, and I wondered greatly at Joan’s sayings after all these events.”



We can nearly explain that marvel with his memory being unreliable after twenty years, turning general good advice into confident predictions. Similarly, one of the bits of the Poitiers examination that I had to cut above is her most explicit summation of her goals, recounted by the elderly Dominican, Seguin Seguin:


"I told Joan that it was not God’s will that she be believed if nothing appeared by which it should seem that she ought to be believed, and that the King could not be advised, on her mere assertion, to entrust her with soldiers that they be placed in peril, unless she had something else to say. She answered: ‘In God’s name, I am not come to Poitiers to make signs; but take me to Orleans, I will show you the signs for which I have been sent,’ adding that men be given her in such number as should seem good to her and that she would go to Orleans. Then she told me, me and others present, four things which were then to come and which thereafter happened. First, she said that the English would be defeated and that the siege which was laid to the town of Orleans would be raised and that the town of Orleans would be liberated of the English... She said next that the King would be crowned at Rheims. Thirdly, that the town of Paris would return to its obedience to the King; and that the Duke of Orleans would return from England. All that I have seen accomplished."



On the one hand, if this testimony is to be trusted Joan is behaving very well by rationalist standards! She's helpfully calling her shots in advance to avoid the sharpshooter effect, making many specific predictions of individual events. There’s just two problems with this. First, all these predictions are correlated - the Duke of Orleans is more likely to be ransomed if they have lots of prisoners to trade for him, which is more likely if they're winning the war, they're not likely to win the war without raising the siege of Orleans, and any victory will inevitably involve the king being crowned and Paris returning to French control, so most[86] of this reduces to “I predict the war will go well because I’m going to win it for us,” which is less of a prophecy than a promise.

And, second, while we can’t exactly expect medieval Frenchmen to carefully write down all their predictions as soon as they make them when our own government doesn’t, we have the major problem that all these predictions are written down after they occurred, which means that the good brother's memory might not be reliable.

Now, we do have other people quoting other, simpler versions of the same prophecies:


Then we asked her why she had come, and she answered, “I have come in the name of the King of Heaven to raise the siege of Orléans and to lead the King to Rheims for his coronation and his anointing.”



or


She said that she had two (reasons) for which she had a mandate from the King of Heaven; one, to raise the siege of Orleans, the other to lead the King to Rheims for his sacring.



But, again, they're all recorded in the Trial of Rehabilitation, after that has happened. Wouldn't it be wonderful if Joan made some predictions in advance, recorded by her enemies, all carefully recorded in a file drawer in Rouen, so we could see how accurate she was?

Yeah, she did.


JOAN: Before seven years be passed, the English will lose a greater gage than they had at Orleans, and they will lose all in France. And the English will even suffer a greater loss than they ever had in France and this will be by[87] a great victory which God will send to the French.

Question: How do you know that?

JOAN: I know it well by a revelation which has been made to me, and it will happen before seven years; and I should be very vexed should it be so long deferred. I know it as well as I know that you are there in front of me.

Question: When will this happen?

JOAN: I know not the day nor the hour.

Question: In what year will it happen?

JOAN: That too you shall not have, but I would that it might be before Saint John’s Day.



This is a pretty good prediction. But it's not perfect. It's written down in early 1431 and presumably made in early 1431, too, by the date of the trial. The relevant dates for her prediction: May 1435, French win a small-scale victory at Gerberoy, killing a leading English general; September 1435, Bedford dies of natural causes and the Burgundians switch sides again; April 1436, French take Paris with support from inside the city; 1441, the last English stronghold within the Ile de France falls; 1453, every English stronghold in France falls except the debatably French Calais; 1558, Calais falls.

It's true that, "before seven years be passed," the French would win a great victory; talking the Burgundians into switching sides and the fall of Paris both count. And it's arguable that the English would suffer a greater loss than they ever had in France, since when Henry V died his brother Bedford could replace him, while there was no qualified replacement for Bedford. On the other hand, he died during a truce in the war, and I doubt it was a result of "a great victory." The English lost more men at Patay than Gerbois, so Joan certainly couldn't claim it was a greater loss than Patay, though see footnote 86. The fall of Paris can certainly count as "a great victory" and I wouldn't be surprised if in "number of Frenchmen under their control" it was the most important victory for the French, but not in losses among the English.

But you'll note that they don't lose all in France - even in the Ile de France - "before seven years be passed," unless Joan has a different definition of the Ile than Wikipedia does.

It's not a perfect prediction. But it's pretty good.


Asked what promises they made, she answered: “That is not in your case at all.” And amongst other things, they told how the king would be reëstablished in his kingdom, whether his enemies wished it or not. She said also that they promised the said Jeanne to bring her to Paradise, and she had asked it of them.



The last section is uncheckable. The rest is a very simple prophecy that boils down to “we’ll win the war.” To the extent it predicts anything more specific, it’s “we will win in this generation, before the throne passes to the king’s heir.”


Asked if the voices had told her that within three months she would be delivered from prison, she answered: “That is not in your case; however, I do not know when I shall be delivered.”

Asked if her counsel had not told her that she would be delivered out of the present prison, she answered: “Ask me in three months’ time; then I will tell you.” She added: “Ask the assessors, on their oath, if that concerns my trial.”

Asked afterwards, when the assessors had deliberated, and unanimously concurred that it did, she said: “I have already told you that you cannot know all. One day I must be delivered.”



This sure looks like she's making an incorrect prediction: That she'll escape prison. If true, this would sink her case.

The only problem is that the text goes on:


And beyond this the voices told her she will be delivered by a great victory; and then they said: “Take everything peacefully: have no care for thy martyrdom; in the end thou shalt come to the Kingdom of Paradise.” And this her voices told her simply and absolutely, that is, without faltering. And her martyrdom she called the pain and adversity which she suffers in prison; and she knows not whether she shall yet suffer greater adversity, but therein she commits herself to God.



Which sure sounds to me like “they told her she would be martyred, in the sense in which we use the term today and not just in the older sense of suffering, and she completely misunderstood ‘delivered from the pains of Hell' as ‘delivered from the jail cell you are currently in.’” The great victory spoken of can either be her victory in the debate or, frustratingly, the victory of Jesus over death. Stupid prophecies.

So, are there any prophecies where she is just unambiguously wrong? I think I’ve managed to track one down:


Question: What was the cause for which you leapt from the tower of Beaurevoir?[88]

JOAN: I had heard say that all they of Compiègne down to the age of seven years were to be put to fire and to blood, and I preferred to die rather than live after such destruction of good people, and that was one of the causes of my leaping. And the other was that I knew that I was sold to the English and I would rather have died than to be in the hands of the English, my adversaries.

Question: Did you make that leap on the advice of your voices?

JOAN: Catherine told me almost every day that I must not leap and that God would help me and also them of Compiègne. And I said to Saint Catherine that since God would help them of Compiègne, I myself would (like to) be there. Then Saint Catherine said to me: “Without fail, you must accept your lot (be resigned, take what is happening in good part), and you will not be delivered until you have seen the king of the English.” And I answered her: “Truly, I would rather not see him, and I would rather die than be put into the hands of the English.”



This is the prophecy that seems to me like the best evidence against Joan’s divine inspiration. She says that her voices flatly tell her something that never happens. On the other hand, the context is that she needs to not try to escape and not confess; if we want to defend her we can either suggest memory error (she was told this just before jumping out of a tower window and badly injuring herself), translation error (she does see the leader of the English, Bedford, briefly, but he's regent for a king who’s a small child[89]) or point out that this is a conditional, and she disobeyed the voices. But I take it as pretty good evidence against the divine theory, just - frustratingly - inconclusive.

3.2: “We wish to know the truth of this matter.”

What are we to make of this?

I tend to have three models in my head when I review this. In deference to C.S. Lewis's famous trilemma, I have tended to call them Saint, Schemer and Schizophrenic.

By the first model, she was both honest and correct when she described what was going on: Saints in heaven can and do petition God to produce miracles, and out of all the wars in history, God decided to put his hand down really, really hard on this one by handing a random holy peasant detailed instructions on how to win battles, unparalleled persuasiveness and the ability to go around asking saints questions and getting answers on semi-arbitrary topics.[90] Once she'd done enough to win the war for her side He stopped giving her useful support, but did make sure that events helpfully provided an extremely complete and detailed record of her deeds to the future, just so future historians would not have the slightest excuse for not believing in miracles.

In the second model, she was a military genius out of nowhere who decided to play saint because that was the way society would listen to her. She says - and I believe her - that there were already rumors going around that "the kingdom that has been lost by a woman will be regained by a virgin from the Lorraine marches", and there's people who will say "then let that be me."

But this doesn't actually explain half of what needs explaining about her! How did she learn military riding, how did she learn to wear armor and fight in armor, how did she learn the theology that lets her win debates with inquisitors? You need to put a conspiracy together, with elements of the Armagnac government deliberately prepping her in advance of her public appearance, but how did they know she was a military genius? Or, if actually the entire time that was Dunois or some other officer whispering in her ear, how did they know she was so charismatic? And how large is this conspiracy, anyway? If she didn't spend the first fifteen years of her life in a village, why do so many people testify she did in so many different words? Why couldn’t the Burgundians find any evidence to the contrary? What about her mother and father and her brothers, were they all in on the conspiracy? Why didn't any of the people who rebelled against Charles VII later in life, like the Duke d'Alencon or Jean Dunois or as far as I can tell every other nobleman in France, ever spill the beans? And why is she so crazy about religion? She spends all her time praying and when she's on trial she spends, like, an hour a day haggling over the terms of her oath of honesty!

In the third, she's mentally ill. We know that being slightly manic is a common trait of Very Successful People; the drive to push past all obstacles and do the impossible tends to correlate with lots of energy, absolute self-confidence and a sort of hypnotic charisma. By this theory, she's slightly more manic than that. Hallucinations are culturally mediated; she hallucinates saints telling her to Do Good at first and then, later, save the world. Of course, this doesn't explain her being a completely untaught military genius, or a completely untaught theology genius. Generously, it explains part of her charisma, and charisma is certainly useful for warfare - but she's clearly very intelligent, too, which this doesn’t predict, and we also need to ignore all the testimony about prophecy and miracles or claim it was all coincidental. There’s some pretty huge complexity penalties[91] here.

All these models involve her being very charismatic because she is very charismatic. It's very hard to read her and not fall under her sway. Mark Twain was a member of her fan club; so was George Bernard Shaw; so am I. Twain was an unconventional Christian at best and Shaw was a full-blown atheist, but her charisma is strong enough to reach across the gap of ages and ensnare us all. We know she was charismatic. The question is - given that, how can we explain everything else?

Obviously, if you're a Catholic, you can be content with the first model, and indeed can be very smug that is exactly what your religion would predict. Non-Catholic Christians might want to consider switching sects, or just might want to say that Joan is before Protestantism and we don't know what she would have thought of it.[92]

The rest of us have a harder problem. Neither of the other two theories make sense. Specific points that I debate back and forth with myself:

3.3: “Thus spake the people, but whether she had done well or ill, she was burned that day.”

(Enter ARUNDEL, who believes Joan is mad, and BASILICA, who believes she is a saint, halfway through a long argument.)

Arundel: Why this war?

Basilica: You mean, out of all the wars for God to put his finger on, why should He put it here?

Arundel: Yes! The Armagnacs are crooks. Charles VII is a pretty terrible king. The knight who was her bodyguard was planning to rape her on the road! Sure, the English suck, but everyone in this entire story sucks. If you want to say that God cares more about religion than morality, that doesn't even help. Everyone here's a Catholic, they're just really bad at it. How can you possibly come up with a predictive model of God that predicts this?

Basilica: You mean, instead of intervening here, God could intervene when the weak are oppressed by the strong - as in the Holocaust, or Tokugawa's persecutions of the Japanese martyrs, or if He is specifically trying to spread the Christian religion He could make the Crusades a success. If God doesn't discriminate by Christian sect, He could preserve the Byzantine empire, and if He's specifically Catholic, He could have the Thirty Years’ War last just five years and end with a permanent Catholic Holy Roman Empire.

Arundel: Exactly!

Basilica: Well, first, you don't know that He didn't interfere at the Crusaders' Siege of Jerusalem -

Arundel: If he did I'm blaming him for the massacre.

Basilica: - or the first dozen times Constantinople held off attack, or in aid of the defense of Malta?

Arundel: Sure, if you're religious maybe your model says he does that. But this still doesn't predict God the way that good guys/Christians winning every battle they ever fight against bad guys/pagans does, and they don’t. But even if he is, why, in addition, do it here? To prove that miracles are real? God clearly doesn't want to do that, or He would just do miracles in some really obvious way today, and then we wouldn't need to trust the discrimination of 15th-century Frenchmen.

Basilica: Look, leaving aside the age-old debate over free will and why God doesn't solve our problems for us - I realize "mysterious ways" is a cheap shot, but this is one of the hinge points of history. There's no reason to believe the English would stop rolling over France if they took Orleans, and no reason not to expect they'd hold on if they took it.[93] If England rules France - or, more accurately, an Anglo-French King rules both - what does the Protestant Reformation look like? The colonization of the New World? The rise of democracy? If God wants to butterfly history into our path, there's a thousand different ways we could have missed the goal if the Hundred Years' War goes differently.

Arundel: Joan of Arc is a lot more than a butterfly.

Basilica: Ironically, this is where the corruption and ineptitude enter play on the other side. Maybe there wasn't a butterfly that would do it. Maybe the French screwed up every single chance they got to solve problems with only very subtle miracles, and so it took a blatant one to do it.

Arundel: That is a hell of a complexity penalty.

Basilica: On the other hand, so’s any theory that denies her miracles.

Arundel: Some of them have good explanations.

Basilica: Such as the weather control? We’ve got eyewitness testimony.

Arundel: Written down twenty years later.

Basilica: Sure. But the fact that the wind changed direction had meaningful military consequences.

Arundel: And yet most of the Popular Histories About How Cool Joan Is don’t mention this miracle! They just say she got the convoy in.

Basilica: They are atheist cowards and this is why you should always go back to the primary sources.

Arundel: Or they read alternate testimony not included in Pernoud’s collection that disagreed with Dunois’. Or maybe they think she just guessed the wind would change and got lucky when it did.

Basilica: Complexity penalty!

Arundel: Any theory that doesn’t require a God who sees the fall of every sparrow will involve some coincidences somewhere.

(They pass under an archway, and for a moment you can’t hear them. As they leave, the conversation resumes -)

Basilica: At her trial, she outargued a room full of theological experts with no formal training or defense counsel.

Arundel: She came up with clever ways to avoid their questions. When you look at the ability of police today to convince people to confess to crimes they haven't committed, I agree this is extraordinary and suggests she was very smart and had great social skills, but if she was very smart and had great social skills, that means we need to explain fewer miracles, not more.

Basilica: Did you ever read Montaillou: Cathars and Catholics in a French Village?

Arundel: I did not.

Basilica: As part of the Albigensian Crusade, the Inquisition interviewed every single person in an Occitan village about what they believed.

Arundel: And they were heretics?

Basilica: Yes, but the interesting thing is that they weren’t mostly Albigensian heretics! They'd independently invented six different kinds of atheism or gnosticism or wilder beliefs (the four great evils are Satan, the Pope, the King of France and their bishop) and just went on thinking that until they were asked. Any one of those people - ordinary people in an ordinary village - would have been burned at Joan's trial in five minutes flat. Nobody without theological training would survive.

Arundel: I have been regularly told by Christians that theology is basically just logic and deducible from the premises of the religion, and very smart people are good at logic.

Basilica: I'm a Christian and I don't buy it. Brilliant people in the fourth century and in the sixteenth century and in the twentieth century study their Bibles, read theologians, and come up with heresies conclusively condemned by Athanasius. Indeed, we observe that all these brilliant people assembled in the fourth century produced dozens of close church councils which the Emperor tried to shape to whatever was most politically useful, and then later centuries saw hundreds of extremely corrupt papal elections between would-be Popes where the Cardinals were paid vast sums to vote for the candidate who paid most, some of which produced Popes who made historically-vital rulings for utterly cynical reasons. If God is real, maybe the Council of Nicaea was divinely inspired; but if God isn't real, theology is men looking at their reflection, quarreling about it, and then voting to decide who to kill for being in the minority. If everyone who doesn't study theology in the twelfth century is a heretic, and everyone who doesn't study theology in the twentieth century is a heretic, shouldn't Joan have just been a heretic?

Arundel: I agree that this is adding a lot of complexity to the atheist theory! But Joan was very pious. All you need to argue is that her village priest wasn't a heretic - which if the Catholic Church is any good at its job, he shouldn't be - and that any other errors she made were corrected at Poitiers, and she pays attention and learns the right answer and then remembers it later.

Basilica: I am touched by your faith in the simplicity and purity of the Christian doctrine and the ability and honesty of the Catholic church.

(ARUNDEL laughs.)

Basilica: And the artillery! Imagine, Arundel, that you hear that Google has just offered a $1 billion a year salary to a new employee, a young woman from a small tribe in Africa who was illiterate until the age of fifteen.

Arundel: This seems unlikely.

Basilica: Yup. Would you guess she was hired to be their new top programmer? The first ballistae were invented by a devoted R&D team around 400 BC,[94] and ever since then the artillery has been one of the most technical fields of warfare. You give random noblemen commissions in the cavalry and trust to their ability to charge with fervor; the reason Napoleon was an artillerist was because the artillery was where you sent the people with a good mind for geometry and ballistics.

Arundel: Today, I'd expect her not to be a computer programmer - just like in 1800, I wouldn't believe in an illiterate artillery savant being Napoleon. But she wasn't being Napoleon! When you say that they need to know ballistics, you imply that they knew what they were doing. If everyone is calculating by eye, the person with the best intuitive ability to calculate projectiles - which I'll bet you is IQ-correlated - is your best artillerist, and Joan was clearly brilliant.

Basilica: I'm really not sure you're right. I’m no more of an expert on the development of artillery than you are, but this pattern-matches to a lot of "dumb medievals" stories, and this is the late middle ages, not the Dark Ages. They not only have geometry, they practically worship geometry. Why shouldn't they be able to solve this?

[image: ]

What tools would God use to make the cosmos but a compass and straightedge?

Arundel: They probably did. The very first siege where artillery is recorded as being used in western Europe is Orleans! By fifty years after that maybe they have an answer, but not within the year! I'm not saying they're dumb, but it does sometimes take more than a year to solve problems.

Basilica: That's Fletcher Pratt who says it was the first siege and he is not a reliable source.

(Enter CHAROLAIS, who suspects a conspiracy.)

Charolais: Alternatively, she could just have gotten trained by an expert artillerist.

(Two heads turn.)

Charolais (unruffled): I heard you were talking about Joan of Arc. So, Arundel. I take it you support the theory that she was mentally ill?

Arundel: Specifically manic, but yes.

Charolais: Mania is not generally known to result in accurate predictions of the future or extraordinary horse-riding, lance-using skills.

Arundel: You'd rather discard all the testimony of her village?

Charolais: Yes, I think so. Neither you nor I have read the untranslated sections of the Trial of Rehabilitation, and we aren't trained in forensic linguistics. There are two points where if you’re wrong your theory falls - your intuition that you can do a good enough job at amateur forensic linguistics to tell that the characters in the Trial of Rehabilitation have different voices, and your belief that Regine de Pernoud is a reliable source. If we discard one leading French historian of the period as reliable, we can conclude that, actually, Joan was recognized at an early age by someone in the Armagnac camp as super-capable, trained up for her job, and that the religion was a cover story.

Arundel: I feel like there's dogs that ought to bark there that don't. There are quite a lot of other historians who would love to expose a leading rival as inept.

Charolais: Yes, but were they translated into English?

Arundel: They don't have to be. Pernoud was translated into English because she was a leading historian of Joan's age. She’s writing against the trends by focusing so hard on the texts in an age of economic history and social history_,_ so it would have been easy and profitable to shoot her down.

Charolais: This is speculation and we both know it.

Arundel: The fact that when Cauchon sent people to investigate Joan’s reputation in her home province, they found nothing?

Charolais: Travel was difficult and unsafe, and the Trial of Rehabilitation made up the testimony by the people who went and claimed to find a good reputation.

Arundel: Epicycles.

Charolais: Smaller ones than “within a month she learned six skills to a professional level.”

Arundel: Actually, we don't know she was any good with a lance.

Charolais: Three sources...

Arundel: They testify twenty, thirty years after her death. If she was a faster learner than anyone they've ever met - which is still a complexity penalty but not much of one, we're both admitting she's brilliant - they might remember that as "very good."

Charolais: That gets you one. When she's good at every skill of war, why not admit that she probably had more than a month to learn them?

Arundel: Because she's hardly the first shockingly brilliant teenage general! Sure, Alexander had Philip, but he died when Alexander was young and half of what Alexander did he had to invent for himself. The middle ages was an age of apprenticeships, and that means we don't have the formalized art of war that we will in another two centuries, only what fathers teach their sons. It's not that improbable she invents it herself.

Charolais: It absolutely is!

Basilica: Or you could admit it's a miracle.

(Arundel laughs).

Basilica: Since you've joined the conversation, Charolais! Let's talk about the death of Joan of Arc.

Charolais: At her trial, she defended herself with the skill of a brilliant theologian. Therefore she was a brilliant theologian. Therefore she had training.

Basilica: Not the trial, the death. The point where everything is lost and she goes to the flames and is burned alive. She could save herself by confessing!

Charolais: She tried that.

Basilica: No, she signed a document and the record was altered. We have six witnesses. If she'd confessed to the entire conspiracy - that she was trained up by their enemies, that she’d faked all her miracles, that she was lying from the start - she could have saved her life and probably gotten pretty heavily paid, as one of our sources testifies. It sure looks like Cauchon is stretching her death out so this very thing will happen, and it doesn’t!

Charolais: Martyrs do go gladly to their deaths, sometimes.

Basilica: For something they believe in. In this period, that's the Catholic faith. Or the Muslim faith, or the Cathar faith, or the Hussite faith. They don't die for nothing.

Charolais: Personally, as an atheist, I'm inclined to say that most martyrs die for "it would be really embarrassing not to after I've gone this far," occasionally mixed with "to hell with these people in particular.”

Basilica: Read the records of the day of her death! If she surrendered to Cauchon, she might have lived. If she’d tried to whip the mob into a frenzy, she might have lived. Instead she asked them to forgive her murderers. That is not the behavior of a fraud, but of a sincere believer.

Charolais: Mmm…

Arundel: I want to make another point. If it’s a conspiracy, why didn’t the Duke d’Alencon or Dunois spill? They rebelled against the King eventually, but never said a word about Joan being any sort of fraud.

Charolais: Joan was their friend. They were neck and neck with her in it, and they didn’t want to incriminate themselves or betray her.

Arundel: Charolais, you’ve read about this court - its rapid changes of policy, its sudden and inexplicable shifts of method, Charles VII’s inability to make any decision without second-guessing it, all shot through with Venetian spies. Can you actually believe anyone in it is qualified to run a conspiracy without it being exposed five minutes in?

Charolais: Okay, I’ll admit that part’s tricky.


	



3.4: “She is in truth come to accomplish magnificent things in this world.”

I think this is where I'm supposed to put what I learned from Joan of Arc.

First, I learned that she's really, really cool. I talk about "God stretching down His hand to alter history," and I'm really not sure I believe it happened, but Joan feels like a giant middle finger to all the people who talk about history being deterministic. Sometimes you get a Great Woman and then history does something really weird.

I also kind of feel called out by God. "So, you say you're a rationalist? You're dismissing all the historical evidence for miracles as insufficient? You won't consider the evidence for Jesus Christ persuasive due to a mere two eyewitness and five contemporary reports?[95] You won't believe in anything without evidence more than sufficient to convince a court? Okay, have 115 witnesses to miracles that nobody could avoid recording because they altered the course of European history. Now, what were you saying about how you’re not a Christian because you’re a rationalist?"

On the other hand, I still do have my atheist model. Here, I suppose, is what it recounts:

Imagine that you sort all the people in the world by how good evidence they are for God. If you restrict yourself to people alive today, you expect one in eight billion people is going to be so extraordinarily good evidence you would only expect one in eight billion people to be that impressive by chance.

Now sort everyone who has ever lived by how good evidence they are for God.

It isn't quite as impressive as it looks. Most people lived before recorded history; we can only expect the level of evidence we have for Joan in areas after the invention of the printing press and with people of historical importance, and the further you get from the English-speaking world the less likely I am to have access to sources on them. But that’s still a lot of people, and Joan’s at the head of the list. You aren’t reading about Joan because she’s a random person, you’re reading about her because she’s fascinating precisely because she’s such unusually good evidence for miracles - she’s not the product of random chance,[96] she’s the product of a “sort the entire planet by how miraculous they seem”[97] function.

I am genuinely conflicted. This seems to me to be sufficient evidence that I can’t just handwave it as “well, sometimes people will make shit up.” No! Making shit up doesn’t do this! Is this really just coincidence? Is this really just mania? Did God exist, and stretch out his hand for this war in particular? Why? I genuinely can’t say.

But, since I can’t say, let’s move on from the question of my spiritual agonies to useful lessons we can learn from this historical incident.

First, Pierre Cauchon doesn’t seem to have been a very wicked man. Wikipedia warns against rounding him off to a cartoon villain, and I’m inclined to agree. He seems to have been a perfectly ordinary politician in bishop’s clothes, loyal to a great Renaissance prince and patron of the arts who in many ways deserved men’s loyalty, interested in preserving the authority of Church councils against the unchecked authority of the Pope.

Therefore he murdered a saint because she was politically inconvenient for his goals, and was furious with her when she wouldn’t go along with it and just die, and celebrated when he finally managed to find a way to kill her off. Great evils aren’t done by extremely wicked men. Bedford was a competent statesman trying to protect his family, Philip the Good was one of the finest princes of the Renaissance, and with Cauchon they all carried out Joan’s destruction. You can be an ordinary good person and suddenly find yourself face-to-face with a hero you never believed you’d ever see, and murder her because she’s politically inconvenient, and, having done so, not even get the benefits you sold your soul for. And that’s a lesson that no men, at any time, can ever hear too much.

Second, that in a maze of backstabbing politics, ineptitude, brutal criminality and betrayal within and without the government, of authorities who act like bandits and bandits who act like Huns, a saint can suddenly appear with the strength to rewrite history. When everything looks hopeless… you’re probably screwed! But you might not be. A saint might appear. It’s happened before. It can happen again.

And, third and finally? If you’re looking at these sources and seeing stories grow and change, seeing how the sources twenty years later are just slightly more polished than the contemporary sources, seeing how secondhand accounts distort the story and contemporary chroniclers include exciting incidents that never actually occurred, and you’re panicking?

Then I have a dreadful, doleful warning for you: This is just about as good as it gets. There are a few modern cases - the World Wars, say - where we have better information, where the participants published newspapers and kept diaries and sent each other letters and even didn’t burn most of the letters, but if you go back very far, or pass into a country without cheap paper and the printing press and an extremely literate population, you will quickly discover that the evidence for Joan of Arc is stronger than the evidence for everything else. All of our historical sources before the printing press and most afterwards have gone through the same evolution as the evidence for Joan of Arc, and the difference between the life of Augustus and the life of Joan is that with Joan we can see the evolution, captured in amber. The life of Alexander the Great that we have now shouldn’t be compared to Jean Chartier’s narrative; chronologically, it’s closer to the fix-fic written seventy years later in which after the coronation at Rheims, Paris surrenders without a fight and they march into Normandy and Charles VII promises to listen to Joan forever and orders the army to always do what she says.[98] If you want to know the truth about Joan of Arc, you can read the chronicles of the time, or the modern histories that laboriously try to disentangle the evidence from the invention and the reality from the superstition, and you can hope they got the right answer.

Or you can look at the book where the French clerks interviewed a hundred and fifteen witnesses and wrote down the results. Who knows? Maybe one of them got it right.


Notes


[1]

Very, very redacted.



[2]

This is hyperbole, they only got 115 people.



[3]

The evidence that's available in English. I don't speak Latin, medieval French or modern French, and should.



[4]

We have no histories from contemporaries of Alexander the Great, just inscriptions, fragments quoted in later histories, et cetera. There were histories written, to be clear! We know they were written! We even know his general Ptolemy wrote one claiming to be his half-brother! We just don't have them any more because all existing copies have been lost or destroyed. Blame the Huns and the Goths, I suppose.



[5]

Respectable history says this is just a bunch of coincidences, but Maurice Druon got some pretty good novels out of it.



[6]

The good-looking. Not the just. "The Iron King" is his other nickname, which fit much better.



[7]

Thereby explaining why the average rate of interest to monarchs throughout history was something around ten percent.



[8]

Scurrilous chroniclers report lots of exciting scheming around this time. Probably most of it didn’t happen, but some of it might have.



[9]

"The She-Wolf of France." Man, these people have great nicknames.



[10]

The two of them had arranged the overthrow and murder of his father.



[11]

Which built much of its powers in the reign of his great-grandfather, Henry III, who wasn't the first weak king to accidentally build strong institutions and won't be the last.



[12]

When it comes to army sizes, we're lucky when our sources only disagree by a factor of two.



[13]

This is the best name for shooting arrows at plate armor and watching them explode. See Skallagrim and Tod’s Workshop on YouTube for more details.



[14]

… In Europe. The Mongols and their fellow steppe nomads were quite as good archers as the English and had even better bows, and I have never seen a head-to-head comparison of who could shoot faster.



[15]

15: Interestingly, one author of the French Revolutionary Wars - some four hundred years after our story - recommended the British ditch the single-shot musket for the longbow on these grounds. This probably would have been a mistake, since longbows didn't come with bayonets, but given that nobody but a few cuirassiers was wearing armor by that point I suspect Pitt's government would have gotten a good deal by recruiting any hobbyists still practicing with the weapon and having them fire on enemy infantry and cower inside a bayonet square whenever cavalry threatened.



[16]

Do you ever wonder if the French had it coming?



[17]

The ones who took major wounds didn’t reach the English lines.



[18]

This is an interesting one which I included chiefly because no American has ever heard of it. The English and the French were allied with the main contenders, the Portuguese and Castillians, but in spite of this it looked remarkably similar to any of the battles of the Hundred Years' War, complete with the Anglo-Portuguese Alliance routing enemies that outnumbered them six to one using archers, defensive terrain and their enemies' rashness.



[19]

I'm mostly not crediting my sources because there’s too many of them but I stole this line unusually blatantly. It's from Wikipedia.



[20]

To pick an element purely because I happen to know something about it: We have dance manuals in the fifteenth century from two places: Italy and Burgundy. They don't show up elsewhere in Europe until the sixteenth century, or for laggardly places like England, the seventeenth.



[21]

Wikipedia helpfully tells us that it may have been any or all of "familial schizophrenia syndrome, typhus, bipolar disorder, [or] arsenic poisoning."



[22]

The name came from the title of Louis of Orleans's son’s wife's father Bernard VII, Count of Armagnac, who lead the faction for a time. You do not need to remember his name.



[23]

Corruption by the standards of the period, yes. It was also suspected he was sleeping with his brother's wife on the side, but that was probably just hostile slander, especially if you're Catholic. (We’ll get to that.)



[24]

The title of Dauphin is that of the heir to the French throne, like "Prince of Wales" in England.



[25]

Legally your brother’s wife is your sister.



[26]

That they appealed and were de facto ignored is my supposition; there are people mentioning that they hold out hope Castile will help them, and they were allied with the Castilians in the last bout of the war, but I have failed to track down any evidence of any help Castile actually gave them.



[27]

They died in 1422 and Verneuil was in 1424.



[28]

It’s not that the English weren’t theoretically Catholic, too, they were just bad at it.



[29]

Our source for this is her own testimony - up until her journey to Vaucouleurs, she didn't tell anyone angels spoke to her. The most she managed was the crypting hinting to a friend of hers that we get the section title from.



[30]

One of the persistent problems with the language of every figure in this period, Joan included, is that France wasn't very well defined, in rather the same way an American could say "New York" to mean New York State or New York City, except worse. So "France" could mean either all of the territory held by the King of France and his vassals, all the territory rightfully held by the King of France and his vassals, all the territory in the ancient Kingdom of France, which had more different borders than I could shake a stick at, or just the Ile de France, the region surrounding Paris that was the heart of the domain of the French kings. Joan talks about herself as French and also talks about going into France from Lorraine, and plenty of others from this period talk about going from Normandy into France or France into Flanders. I can't ask them to talk more precisely than I speak myself, but it's still really annoying.



[31]

Most first-person quotes are from the two books Regine Pernoud wrote on this topic, Joan of Arc: By Herself and Her Witnesses - my favorite Joan of Arc book because it's mostly a primary source compilation - and The Retrial of Joan of Arc, also a primary source compilation but more focused. This one is from By Herself And Her Witnesses, but a bunch of others will be from The Retrial. The third-person quotes are mostly from the W.P. Barrett translation of her trial.)



[32]

At this point, Joan of Arc got dragged into a sidequest when the Duke of Lorraine (her theoretical liege-lord) heard rumors there was a miracle-worker around and decided to ask her to come visit him to heal his poor health. She went to him and told him he should stop sinning with his mistress and take back his wife, but that if he gave her an armed escort to Bourges she'd pray for him. He, having lived with his mistress for what I would guess was more than a decade at this point and having had five children with her, gave her four francs and sent her back to Vaucoleurs.



[33]

There’s discussions of a royal marriage at this time to strengthen the alliance.



[34]

Catherine Le Royer: “I saw Robert de Baudricourt, then captain of the town of Vaucouleurs, and Messire Jean Fournier, come into my house. I heard it from Joan that the latter, a priest, had brought a stole and that he had conjured her before the captain, saying that if there was any bad thing in her that she go hence from them, and that if there was a good thing then let her approach them. And Joan approached this priest and went down on her knees; and she said that this priest had not done well, since he had heard her confession.” Joan of Arc by herself and her Witnesses, page 44.



[35]

Joan of Arc, By Herself and her Witnesses, page 46.



[36]

“They said that in the beginning they wanted to require her to lie with them carnally. But when the moment came to speak to her of this they were so much ashamed that they dared not speak of it to her nor say a word of it.”



[37]

Warning, this footnote is kind of boring - not every writer is Joan. But if you want our best guess to what the sign was, the chronicler Pierre Sala, writing a couple generations later, writes that a man who had served Charles in his youth told him that:

"In the time of the great adversity of this King Charles VII, he found himself (brought) so low that he no longer knew what to do. . . . The King, being in this extremity, entered one morning alone into his oratory and there he made a humble petition and prayer to Our Lord in his heart, without utterance of words, in which he petitioned devoutly that if so it was that he was true heir descended from the noble House of France and that the kingdom should rightly belong to him, that it please Him to keep and defend him, or, at worst, to grant him the mercy of escaping death or prison, and that he might fly to Spain or to Scotland which were from time immemorial brothers in arms and allies of the Kings of France, wherefore had he there chosen his last refuge. A little time afterwards, it came about that the Maid was brought to him, who, while watching her ewes in the fields, had received divine inspiration to go and comfort the good King. She did not fail, for she had herself taken and conducted by her own parents even before the King and there she gave her message at the sign aforesaid (dessusdit) which the King knew to be true. And thenceforth he took counsel of her and great good it did him.”

Which gets some notable parts of the story wrong, but if the heart of it is accurate it would be a sign that - consciously or unconsciously - could be delivered through the wholly non-miraculous skill of cold reading.



[38]

One of the recurring elements I find in the biographies of great generals is how insanely pissed off they are whenever politics deprives them of an opportunity to exploit military opportunities.



[39]

It's plausible she learned to ride a plowhorse as a child since Lorraine is horse country, but riding a warhorse is a specialized skill, and it's plausible she had a month or two at Vaucouleurs to practice swordsmanship, but I don't think there was anyone at Vaucouleurs to teach her command.



[40]

"Wait, artillery? Aren't these people medieval knights with swords and lances and full plate?" Yes. Gunpowder is older than plate armor(*). Our oldest recipe for gunpowder is 11th-century Chinese but it's writing down something that already existed, probably since the ninth century. In the thirteenth century it spreads to Europe and the Middle East, probably via the Mongols, but gunpowder weapons take a long time to get good, only exploding in popularity in Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, siege artillery first, field artillery second, handguns third. Joan of Arc is right at the point where artillery is starting to be important, with the Siege of Orleans being the earliest siege I know of where artillery played a major role.


	Sub-footnote: Older than medieval plate armor, technically. Bronze plate armor dates back to Agamemnon, it just kind of sucked compared to iron chain or lamellar. The high and late Middle Ages saw an improving economy giving knights the ability to spend more and more on heavy armor to keep enemy spears and arrows and bullets and crossbow bolts out, and this demand was served by the arms and armor manufacturers of Milan and the Rhine competing in an arms race to develop better armor, with the first ambiguous plate appearing in the 12th or 13th century. The peak of personal protection is probably the beautiful suits of Gothic plate from around 1525, worn by the French cavalry at the Battle of Pavia, who in spite of the toughest armor in the world still can’t ride their horses over Spanish pikemen or deflect bullets from German handguns, and from this point on the level of armor used by soldiers steadily decreases right up until steel helmets to deflect shrapnel return in the first World War and the pendulum's arc reverses again.





[41]

The details of the Battle of the Herrings are plot-irrelevant but hilarious. The troops besieging Orleans needed regular resupply; since Lent was approaching, they'd want preserved fish to eat on all those long meatless days, so the wagons were loaded up with pickled herring and sent with sixteen hundred troops or so as escort and reinforcement. The French under the Count of Claremont tried to hit the supply lines with four thousand of their own complete with heavy cavalry and artillery and Scotsmen, but the English commander, the oft-maligned Sir John Falstaff, drew up his wagons in a ring and had all his troops fight from the shelter of the wagons, and that threw the French into confusion. You can't lance a wagon. They tried an artillery bombardment, which was basically sensible, but their troops got bored partway through, charged and were decisively defeated, to the ruin of the French interception, the morale of the Armagnacs, and, of course, the career of the Count of Claremont.



[42]

He's still around at the start of Europa Universalis IV and has great stats.



[43]

"Once, near to the town of Château-Thierry, having seen the mistress of one of the soldiers, a Knight, she pursued her with drawn sword. She did not, however, strike the woman, but warned her gently and charitably that she be no longer found in the company of the soldiers, otherwise she would do something to her which would not please her.” We have another eyewitness to another event but I'm not going to quote him here because this essay is much too long.



[44]

This is not an example chosen at random.



[45]

One might call this person "captain-general," and indeed I believe this is the etymology of the word "general."



[46]

He is.



[47]

If that was a specific prediction and not just general good advice, I want to note that the cannoneer couldn't do that. Fifteenth century artillery is only a precision weapon insofar as the ball will probably not land behind the gun.



[48]

She continues: “You thought to deceive me and it is yourself above all whom you deceive, for I bring you better succour than has reached you from any soldier or any city: it is succour from the King of Heaven. It comes not from love of me but from God himself who, at the request of Saint Louis and Saint Charlemagne*, has taken pity on the town of Orleans, and will not suffer that the enemies have the bodies of the lord of Orleans and his town.’” Which is when the wind changes direction.

*: Score: First-principles theories of how a rational religion ought to work, 0; the intercession of the saints, 1.



[49]

And called an "Armagnac whore."



[50]

To which she responded with:

“‘Bastard, Bastard, in God’s name I command thee that, as soon as thou knowest that Falstaff [commander of the relief force] is come, thou shalt make it known to me, for if he pass without my knowing of it, I promise thee I will have thy head taken off!’ To which answered the lord of Dunois that she doubt not, for he would indeed make it known to her.”

I find it really really easy to imagine this exchange, between an energetic teenager and the veteran officer of noble birth with ten years on her* and without god whispering in his ear.)

*: Wow, these people are young.



[51]

“After these exchanges, I who was weary and fatigued cast myself down on a mattress in the Maid’s chamber, to rest a little. And likewise did she, with her hostess, on another bed, to sleep and rest. But while I was beginning to take my rest, suddenly the Maid rose from the bed, and making a great noise, roused me. At that I asked her what she wanted. She answered me: ‘In God’s name my counsel has told me to go out against the English and I know not whether I must go against their fortification (bastide) or against Falstaff who is to revictual them.’ Upon which I arose at once and, as swiftly as I could, put the Maid into her armour.”



[52]

The English longbowmen carried long wooden stakes with them that they’d plant into the earth before a battle to defend them from charging cavalry.



[53]

“Disciple and limb of the Fiend, called the Pucelle [Maid or Virgin], that used false enchantments and sorceries.” Consistent spelling is an anachronism.



[54]

I love the Venetians. They've got some of the best spy networks in Europe by this point and they use them to deliver cargo safely and price loans accurately.



[55]

Joan, naturally enough, told the Bretons that "the duke should not reasonably have waited so long to send his men to help the King with their services.”



[56]

Well, people who had been her fellow random commoners two years ago, anyway.



[57]

He ends up called "Charles the Well-Advised," because "Charles The Guy Where God Wanted Really Wanted Him To Have His Father's Throne In Spite Of His Many, Many, Many Personal Failings" doesn't really roll off the tongue. Yes, spoiler, this guy wins.



[58]

Entertainingly, everyone still had orders never to work with him, ever, so the Duke d'Alencon said they'd have to withdraw if his reinforcements were coming to join them. Joan vetoed this because it was incredibly stupid and they negotiated something better. My favorite bit is where the two meet: the Constable's chronicler says that when they saw each other,


“He [the Constable] spoke to her and said: Joan, I have been told that you want to fight me. I do not know if you are from God or not. If you are from God I fear nothing from you, for God knows my good-will. If you are from the Devil, I fear you even less.”



At which point (the Duke d'Alencon says)


“Joan said to the lord constable: ‘Ah! Good constable, you are not come for my sake, but because you are come you will be welcome.’ ”



I like these people.



[59]

This is a rephrasing. The exact words, from The Retrial of Joan of Arc:


"Then my lord the Duke of Alençon, in the presence of the lord constable, of myself, and of several others, asked Joan what should be done. She answered him loudly with the words, “See that you all have good spurs!” When those present heard this they asked her, “What did you say? Are we to turn our backs on them then?” “No,” answered Joan, “it will be the English who will put up no defense. They will be beaten, and you will have to have good spurs to pursue them.” And it was as she said. For they took to their heels, and they lost more than four thousand men in dead and prisoners."





[60]

There was a woman named Catherine de Rochelle going around fundraising "for the war"; she claimed she had a God-given power to find hidden treasure and she'd use it on anyone who didn't contribute to the war effort (via her) enough, and then she'd publicly reveal all their hidden wealth (and they, implicitly, would be under enough pressure from their neighbors to donate it). This worked to get donations and give her a comfortable living, but the King of France heard of her and, already having been bailed out of a crisis by one miraculous Maid, asked Joan to check if she was real. Joan's voices said no, but she went and talked to her and spent two nights watching her every moment and saw no angels, and reported back "I have no evidence she is."



[61]

The Burgundians were paying his bills. Conclude what you wish from this.



[62]

This situation would eventually be resolved years after Joan's death when the Constable of France, one of the leaders of the war party, just flat-out illegally arrested his archnemesis de la Tremoille, head of the peace camp, and seized the status of the king's chief advisor for himself. He got away with this with no consequences whatsoever.



[63]

They were, of course, quite right, given how she would not shut up about how all of France should return to allegiance to its king and God would see him victorious; they were also quite wrong if they thought the English intended to stop fighting themselves.



[64]

For the conditions of her captivity, we have the report of a Burgundian knight:


“I saw Joan for the first time when she was shut up in the castle of Beaurevoir for the lord count of Ligny. I saw her several (many) times in prison and on several occasions conversed with her. I tried several times, playfully, to touch her breasts, trying to put my hand on her chest, the which Joan would not suffer but repulsed me with all her strength. Joan was, indeed, of decent conduct (honnête tenue) both in speech and act.



By herself and her witnesses, page 227.



[65]

While the transfer was arranged, Joan attempted to escape twice, both times unsuccessfully.



[66]

The technical term is "Advocate".



[67]

As opposed to Discord conversationalists, who say things that I as an agnostic can be pretty sure are heretical, like, every six seconds. I bet a Catholic could get it down to two or three.



[68]

"She seemed to me to be subtle with an altogether feminine subtlety," said the judge Jean Beaupere. Source: page 263 of Regine Pernoud's The Retrial of Joan of Arc.



[69]

It is customary to grant this request for an appeal, so this is another violation of trial procedures.



[70]

How do we know this? Why, because the Rouen archives weren't destroyed, and that means the French-language handwritten notes of the scribe who recorded her testimony ("the French Minute") were still in the archives, and we can compare that - and, as importantly, the French at the Trial of Rehabilitation could compare that - with the official Latin version broadcast for publication. The physical notes didn't survive the centuries, alas - if my memory is right the original Minute was lost in a WW2 bombing - but copies of it did. Basically, every time she demands her legal rights that she has no plausible way of knowing about but they’re honor-bound to grant her, they leave it out of the official transcript.



[71]

This is the bit they changed. She in fact said she would submit to no authority's judgement as to the authenticity of her visions other than the Pope, which is barely not heretical.



[72]

There were a few more things on their list of accusations, but the men's clothes were clear proof of defiance of the court and the refusal to accept the judgement of the Pope was clear proof of heresy, and the rest they couldn't really make stick.



[73]

By signing a small note when all the bishops present tell her to. With an X, which was her symbol for “disregard this, the letter is a lie.” While laughing at them.



[74]

This is actually the less nasty of the two narratives about why she went back to wearing men’s clothing. The nastier is that she was assaulted by her jailers while she was in womens’ clothing and wore men's clothes because she could defend herself better this way. She blamed the bishop for not keeping her in a civilized ecclesiastical prison instead of guarded by English soldiers, which one witness of the trial said Cauchon hadn't done because it would offend the English.



[75]

You may have heard that God took vengeance on him, but in fact he died of a heart attack at the age of 71. It was a different one of her accusers who mysteriously turned up dead in a sewer.



[76]

Pernoud theorizes Bishop Cauchon was hoping she’d break at the last minute and disclaim all of her visions as fraud, which would have strengthened his hand. The notary testifies that he attempted to edit the record after the trial to claim she did, but he was unwilling to notarize that since it didn’t happen.



[77]

In the middle ages, the Church lacked the legal power to execute people. All it could do was hand them over to the secular authorities - pronounced “cops” - with a warning that they were unrepentant heretics, and the judge was then supposed to pronounce them guilty of the crime of heresy on that evidence and sentence them to be executed, and only then was the executioner to get to work.



[78]

The source tells the story twice; in one telling it occurs after a midday dinner, in the other before it.



[79]

According to the monk involved. According to someone who heard the story secondhand, it was the King of England’s secretary, a much more important person.



[80]

Or, as she put it, "within seven years... and I should be very vexed should it be so long deferred."



[81]

I think. If my sources give an exact date I missed it, but the Normandy campaign that secured all of the duchy for the French was '49-50 and most of the action was in 1450.



[82]

With the support of at least some members of the French government, which is probably why this petition didn't end up in a file drawer.



[83]

The scribe who wrote them down at the first trial offered them up to the court at the second. I can't tell if it was genuine patriotism, desire to avenge an injustice, desire to have the authorities owe him a favor, or if he was worried he'd be in a court case ten years later and someone would ask him "did you collaborate with the English occupation?" and he wanted to be able to defend himself.



[84]

Except to those of you who read the footnotes!



[85]

I also want to cover one non-prophetic miracle she testified about, which is that she prayed a stillborn child would live and it woke up and breathed for exactly long enough to be baptized, which is one of these miracles that says frankly appalling things about the state of the world.



[86]

The ransom of the Duke of Orleans is an extra improbability, though. He’d been in captivity for a long time and prisoners often die.



[87]

The specific word “by” is found in Joan of Arc: By Herself And Her Witnesses, but absent in my complete translation of The Trial of Joan of Arc. It changes the meaning significantly and I am guessing the more recent translation is better but I don’t actually know.



[88]

Where she was imprisoned by the Burgundians.



[89]

I have heard the rumor Henry VI briefly saw her trial but have no source for it at all. Since he’s in Paris for his coronation in December of 1431 and Joan is burned in May of 1431, it’s certainly not impossible, but I have seen no evidence it’s true.



[90]

"Asked if she calls them or if they come without being called, she answered that they often come without being called, and sometimes, if they did not come, she would pray to God to send them. Asked if she sometimes had called them without them coming, she answered that she never needed them, however little, but they came to her."



[91]

That is to say that:(a) the more complex an explanation has to be to explain Joan’s marvels, the less good it is, and (b) a simple explanation that relies heavily on coincidence is actually a complex explanation in disguise.



[92]

Actually, she wrote the Hussites a very angry letter telling them she’d campaign against them when she had free time, and at one point - I think it was in the Trial of Condemnation but it might have been while she was very frustrated with the French peace party and its truces - she offered to go into exile and actually do it. So this suggests she's pro-Catholic, anti-Protestant, though of course we don't know what would have happened if she'd had the chance.



[93]

Arundel: Actually, what about the Wars of the Roses? Wouldn't France get free while the red and white roses fought?

Basilica: Countries that lose wars and thereby lose territory have revolutions, as the populace looks for scapegoats for the disaster and the dispossessed elites managing the occupation flee to what remains of their country to compete for status with their already-established rivals. Countries that win wars do so much less regularly, and so an English victory here would probably prevent them.

Arundel: I agree, I think.



[94]

The story is that it was invented for Dionysius I, Tyrant of Syracuse, a patron of the arts and sciences, who hired engineers to devise him clever weapons for his wars with Carthage.



[95]

I’m presently inclined to believe Mark and John are eyewitnesses, but that we also have the Synoptics as a unit drawing on the plausibly-eyewitness author of Q, as well as Josephus and Paul's letters.



[96]

To you! I, on the other hand, encountered her in a perfectly ordinary history book talking about perfectly ordinary history, so the evidence is somewhat stronger for me than for you.



[97]

To a monolingual English speaker.



[98]

This exists.






Joanna Newsom: The Lyric

[image: ]


	
The Lyric





We will complete our series on Joanna Newsom’s music with the analysis of a single sentence from the last track of her last album. Heretofore our study has consisted of describing the emotions, images, and instrumentation of each song on the album. In this last installment we will get to reflect on deeper philosophical themes.

It might be an inanity to say, but music is a very different guide to emotions, ethics, and philosophy than social science. Much as I am drawn to using statistical evidence for understanding the world, in the secret revealed preferences of my actions, I find myself listening to music as though it is a true expression of these things as well, and by squirreling myself away with my earbuds or catching time alone on a long drive, I increase my active participation in those emotions, stories, and philosophies, philosophies which I might not feel justified in giving lease to if I was restricted myself to the thin light of inductive reason, universally acceptable first principles, and statistically significant findings. Music contains definite ideas, mostly about sex and drinking, but it also opines about love, death, joy, society, God or gods, romance, and fate. Music is not philosophy. Yet it is often about the emotions of particular philosophical experiences.

Nonetheless, that does not mean music is without reason or antithetical to analytic philosophy. Music can be analyzed and measured, and from that exercise we can size up the value, the utility, and the truth of its message. Certain albums, in particular, have always struck me as uniquely suited to drawing my own philosophical questions and inchoate intuitions to the surface. In stunning lyricism an entire album becomes an extended meditation on a sequence of philosophical questions and conundrums. Some albums even attempt to answer them.

Of all the music I have ever heard, Joanna Newsom’s album Divers (2015) perhaps does this best. And so in this review, we turn our attention to the simple task of explaining the full meaning of a single sentence from Newsom’s song “Time, as a Symptom.”


And it pains me to say, I was wrong.

Love is not a symptom of time.

Time is just a symptom of love

(and of the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life;

the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life). [1]



First, we will look at this lyric's immediate content before turning to the broader context of the set of tracks in the album with occasional reference to where this album sits within Joanna Newsom's entire oeuvre. The lyric begins with a plaintive and mourning “I was wrong.” The sentence prepares us for the negation of a thesis outlined in the rest of the album. By saying that it causes her pain, Newsom indicates the new thesis might not be happy news. Perhaps it is painful because of the embarrassment of being wrong and the pain of changing one’s mind or because of the content of the new thesis containing a hard truth or both.

Admitting that one is wrong, of course, is the first skill one needs to arrive at any truth. And Newsom immediately follows up this declaration of fallibility with a crystallization of an old view and the statement of a new thesis. Causality does not flow the direction she originally thought. Namely, what seems to be true about the inevitable and inexorable power of time is not as inevitable as it seems. In other words the causality between love and time - which our immediate experience tells us runs from time to love, instead runs from love to time.

Newsom's diction is revealing here. In particular she uses the keyword: symptom. The track title invites us to consider “Time, As a Symptom.” The word symptom evokes a medical or diagnostic context—and the possibility of death. Because symptoms are simply consequences of some deeper cause, just as allergies are signs of sinus agitation, symptoms have no intrinsic meaning and thus are not the ultimate operative power. The question here is of priority: love is either a consequence of time or vice versa. So when Newsom says that time is just a symptom of love she is denying time's ultimate power. Time is not fundamental. But the question remains what does she mean by ‘time’ and ‘love’. We will have to compare her usage of ‘time’ and ‘love’ in the rest of the album to get a sense of the full claim being made.

Turning then to the next line, Newsom’s description pivots to a cascade of modifiers: nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating—and then finally their noun joy. The first three participles are explicitly negative; repeating is more ambiguous, yet it is still colored by monotony or burden. The noun comes as a surprising antithesis - joy. There is a joy that nullifies, a joy that defeats, a joy that negates, a joy that repeats and is a cause of time.

Thus our sentence admits an error and corrects the record. Time is caused by love and, perhaps to a lesser extent or in a different way the joy of life.

Within the track “Time, as a Symptom” our sentence is actually the second and stronger version of the thesis. The first version of the thesis was that ‘Time moves both ways in the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life.” In the wider context of the song and album this means that the apparent tragedies of life can be undone.

As we saw in earlier songs like “Anecdotes” with its transmigration of bird souls, and “Divers” with the infinite regress, or the exhaustion of time in the “Waltz of the 101st Lightborne”, Newsom has been building up a series of poetic thought experiments in which conventional notions of time breakdown.

Thus the preceding stanza’s claim that time moves forward and backwards is a conclusion from a series of thought experiments. This prior description makes it sound as though the joy of life is an ether in which time moves, though I would not bet that the ether is what is intended. Nonetheless, it is clear in the context of our line that all the negatives of life are deeply linked and transmogrified by the joy of life. “Not axe, nor hammer, tumor, tremor can take it away.” The joy of life outshines cancer and earthquakes.

Here you might recall the Goddess of Cancer from The Goddess of Everything Else, the prose-poem in which all evils of the world caused by the primordial goddess of cancer are inexorably transformed by the great Goddess of Everything Else, who turns the evils into joy. “I won you by pieces and hence you will all be my children. You are no longer driven to multiply, conquer and kill by your nature. Go forth and do everything else, till the end of all ages.”

Even in the beautiful vision of The Goddess of Everything Else though, the gradual turn towards freedom happens within the medium of unconquerable time. We still expect time to ultimately destroy all value, and we expect that all the value that was lost in the march of time has been lost forever. Because death is just a biological phenomenon, it is easier to imagine an end to it than to time. If death is an enemy to be destroyed or routed, we can imagine technologies that successfully do that. But Time is such a dictator of our existence that even most speculative fiction can hardly mess with it without making terrible logical errors or crashing upon unresolvable paradoxes. There’s a reason the shaky handwriting reads, “DO NOT MESS WITH TIME”. And so most of the time we must accept the conventional view of the all destroying power of entropy.


	
Meaning of Love and Time as Outlined in the Secondary Imagery of Other Tracks






And it pains me to say, I was wrong.

Love is not a symptom of time.

Time is just a symptom of love

(and of the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life;

the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life).



In order to fall into a proper understanding of our sentence, we must start with seeing the way the concept of love and time evolve throughout the album.

As you may recall the first track “Anecdotes” has a line which runs, “Anecdotes cannot say what time will do”. Here we have philosophy beginning with wonder.

Newsom starts out the album by casting doubt upon certainty and prediction. She takes on skepticism about what we can figure out regarding the nature of time. These things are cosmic and so it'd be presumptuous that the little twittering souls in this track, literally birds, can give precise or accurate answers on the nature of time or the nature of love.

These questions are motivated by some tragic loss. Commentators consider it the separation of a child from its mother through miscarriage or something like it. The song is addressed in parts to a child whom the family is waiting for. And the notion of miscarriage or a regretful abortion has been part of Joanna's oeuvre at least since the song “Baby Birch” in Have One On Me. In “Anecdotes” we are treated to a vision of birds in trenches, running recon missions, looking for “temporal infidelity.” As birds, they spend their time singing.


“We sing to the garden, and we sing to the stars,

and we sing in the meantime,

Wherever you are”



Singing is a universal sign of waiting or of actions that are inevitably lost. Because when a song is done all that remains is the temporary memory of its performance. Recall in Orson Welles’ movie F is for Fake the classic scene about Chartres cathedral and the loss and ultimate destruction of all things.

And speaking of inevitable destruction we must come to the next track’s perspective on time.

“Sapokanikan”, that next song, provides what we might call the first statement on the nature of time. The first line of which is “The cause is Ozymandian.” In this opening line, we find a statement on the philosophy of time very different from “Time_,_ As a Symptom.”

Here, Newsom offers us a sweeping, panoramic view of New York City, which was called Sapokanikan before the Europeans came. And ‘Ozymandian’ – yeah, quite the adjective. I like the pronunciation “Ah-zee-man-dee-an” personally. Most take the adjective as a reference to Percy Shelley’s poem, “Ozymandias”, the great poem about the fall of empire and eventual leveling of hubris and accomplishment. In fact, Newsom is intentionally referencing not the famous poem of Shelley, but the forgotten poem of the same name by Horace Smith, whose poem fortune has not preserved for posterity as an equal to Shelley’s. Poor Horace.


In Egypt's sandy silence, all alone,

Stands a gigantic Leg, which far off throws

The only shadow that the Desert knows:—

"I am great OZYMANDIAS," saith the stone,

"The King of Kings; this mighty City shows

The wonders of my hand."— The City's gone,—

Naught but the Leg remaining to disclose

The site of this forgotten Babylon.

We wonder — and some Hunter may express

Wonder like ours, when thro' the wilderness

Where London stood, holding the Wolf in chace,

He meets some fragment huge, and stops to guess

What powerful but unrecorded race

Once dwelt in that annihilated place.



In reference to either poem though the thematic reference is the same. The noble cause of building New York City is like the magnificent efforts of the ancient kings, and like them ultimately doomed.

An alternative interpretation of ‘the cause is Ozymandian’ is that the foundation of all history is the painted over, ruined, reappropriated spoils of a now-forgotten something else. Just as New York is built over Sapokanikan, or Shelley has eclipsed Smith, and the paintings of Titian have first drafts of different subjects hidden within them, history is not merely one thing after another, but also one thing replacing another ad infinitum.

The city, with its shifting names, forgotten peoples, rusting monuments stands as a symbol of how utterly time obscures meaning. This is a common enough theme in literature. From F is for Fake by Orson Welles, which we already saw, to “The One Moment” by OKGO. The tender idea of rejoicing

“Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair.” And yet there are no mighty left to do the looking. Time devours indiscriminately. The good and the bad are buried side by side, and the future will not know the difference.
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Desolation, Thomas Cole 1836

—

Newsom provides a counterexample to the standard Ozymandian view of time. She presents a different experience in the later track “The Waltz of the 101st Lightborne.” Told in the style of an English lament or love waltz - you know the typical motif: a maiden sings of the separation of her love who has gone off to war or out to sea - “The Waltz of the 101st Lightborne” transfers the theme to a lover gone off to fight in a slipshod space war spanning galaxies, a World War IV between worlds. How does this contradict our standard view of time? As we know from our standard science fiction fare, at sufficient distances or speeds the notion of a shared present breaks down. Time passes slower or faster for different parties.

In the words of the song, “you and I cease to mean now and began to mean only right here.” And while her lover is off fighting a war, she is left like the legendary Ariadne on “a round desert island beneath the sky where the sailors have gone.”

In this strange spacetime, “you and I” no longer mean now; 'Now’ stops having meaning when each lover's now means something different. This shift from time stamps to distance marks the collapse of shared presence. Does love persist when it is unmoored from time?

Newsome adds that the war is locked in “eternal return and repeat” and time has become like a stack of slides we can sort through but for which there is not enough space to fit all the times. The idea of seeing time as a series of slides is not new. In a previous post discussing this waltz, several commenters wanted to point out the similarities with the ballad "Time Adventure" from Adventure Time. That ballad accepts the conventional "Ozymandian” view that time beats on. In "Time Adventure" the picture gallery view that we could walk down the hallway of times past is fleetingly wished for. The point of the "Waltz of the 101ˢᵗ Lightborne” is that the universe isn't made up of time in any conventional sense, and so the idea that we can wait for the return of our lover is simply wrong; time doesn’t flow the same for us anymore. He is “lost in those windy highlands.”

Turning from the concept of time to the concept of love (and death) the album title song is “Divers”. Divers is a pun in “Anecdotes” for the birds which dive bomb in the war and literal pearl divers, and in the context of the album, each track is its own type of diver into unique themes.

“Divers” opens up a new question, which will prove relevant for understanding how it is that love could be a symptom of time. Admittedly, “Divers” has a lot going on in its 7 minutes. But we will try to narrow down our discussion to one question explicitly asked in sincerity, “Why is the pain of birth lighter-borne than the pain of death?”

The phrasing here is relevant. Lighter-borne is an explicit reference to the previous 101st Lightborne Elite, the name of the military unit the maiden's lover had been sent off with, some intergalactic paratroopers. Why is it lighter-borne? Whether we are coming into this world or leaving it, it's all the same within the picture gallery view of time. The causal model is ambivalent about direction. Yet because we rejoice at birth and we mourn at death, there must be something tragic about death, namely that the distance between life and death is infinite.

In the penultimate song of the album A Pin-Light Bent Newsom assumes the perspective of a plane flying at night over a coastal city —headed, it seems, toward a terrible crash. From this vantage, the speaker peers down at the scattered lights of towns and homes below, each one glowing in the darkness, fleeting and fragile. These lights become metaphors for individual souls—points of consciousness in the vast, dark box of the universe.

When you were a child you might have taken a cereal box and put pin holes in it and looked into the top of the box and pretended each little light coming in was stars in a black night sky. Now of course, stars are their own little chemical reactions, they are not holes in the sky from which the eternal light of the beyond pours through.

Newsom takes this ancient celestial idea about stars and applies to the soul in this track. Is the souls simply a self-contained flicker within this dark enclosure—a little light caught in the box? Or is it something more—something from outside the box, something not of this world, that has pierced the cosmos and lodged itself inside?


The Great Light that shines through a pin-hole,

When the pin-light calls itself Selfhood,

And the Selfhood inverts on a mirror

In an Amora Obscura



Just as a camera obscura takes light and flips into an image, the “Amora Obscura” flips the infinite light that comes from beyond and shines it into love and loving beings. We carry this light inside us until we die, just as we carry “the borrowed bones” mentioned in track 1 “Anecdotes.” Our life is lent to us by the Great Light.

This proposal is crucial in getting us back to an understanding of what Newsom means by “Time is just a symptom of love.” The first ten tracks of the album explore key ideas about time, love, and death so that the conclusion is not a trite statement but an outworking of many intertwined ideas, which will work themselves out again when we relisten to the whole ensemble.

So when we combine the philosophies of “Divers” and “A Pin-light Bent” the pearl of Selfhood is gathered from the infinite sea of existence or is a funny light which reflects on itself. In either case the origins of the Self originates from beyond the universe.

And at last I think we are ready to explicate it fully.


	
Conclusion: Transcend…






And it pains me to say, I was wrong.

Love is not a symptom of time.

Time is just a symptom of love

(and of the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life;

the nullifying, defeating, negating, repeating joy of life).

Hardly seen, hardly felt–

deep down where your fight is waiting,

down till the light in your eyes is fading:

joy of life.

Where I know that you can yield, when it comes down to it;

bow like the field when the wind combs through it:

joy of life.

And every little gust that chances through

Will dance in the dust of me and you,

With joy-of-life.

And in our perfect secret-keeping

One ear of corn,

In silent, reaping

joy of life.



Newsom began the album with Job-like wonder about a lost child and questions the nature of time, and through a series of reflective vignettes on love, life, rent (we never got into her descriptions of NYC apartments), she settles on the idea that the self comes from some infinite unbent light that extends from forever, and the good things in life, the soulful things in life, have a repeating eternal aspect locked in them. But because each self is its own geographically distinct bottling of light, all the tragedy of separation is contained in our world as well. It cannot be any other way. For there to be selves, there must be distance between the selves that exist. Time and existential pain and woe come about as a result of the distance between ourselves and the original light.

Though we fall in love, are separated, weep tears for ourselves, or never meet our expected child, these little slides of time can be faced bravely. Not with the grim determination of something like Henley’s “Invictus,” but with the tender spirit of hope in the Eleusinian mystery of rebirth, the possibility that all the broken pieces return to their original source. Instead of ashes to ashes, we ascend light to Light.

Joy, whether it be recollection of the original blessedness of universal light or the face of your own newborn child, allows us to fight against death and despair and, ultimately, to yield to death when it comes. Those lines “And in our perfect secret-keeping // One ear of corn // In silent, reaping” are a reference to the Eleusinian mysteries of the ancient Athenians in honor of the goddess of grain Demeter and the cycle of rebirth of the earth.

The Eleusian mysteries were based in the Attic fields northwest of Athens, where the first ear of grain grew. These rituals to Demeter were one of two cults that emphasized rebirth and held a candle out for overcoming death (the other was the cult of Orpheus).

Newsom claims more than Orson Welles' F is for Fake. Welles said that we should go on singing and go on building cathedrals and beauty in spite of the ultimate destruction of all things. It's not enough that we end the human story with there being joy in spite of the sorrow. So Newsom finishes the album with a vision. She quotes that mad-cat, fever-dream of a book Finnigan’s Wake by James Joyce, you may know the book. It ends “A way a lone a last a loved a long the”... and continues where it ends “riverrun, past Eve and Adam's, from swerve of shore to bend: of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation back to: Howth Castle and Environs,” thus breaking off mid-phrase to continue with the first line of the book again. Newsom, like Joyce, will also refuse to end the album, leading us right back into the beginning again. She invokes cyclic history, the Resurrection, the Eleusinian mysteries, Valinor, the end of time, and a command to her comrade the fellow bird in the first track, Rufous Nightjar, to transcend. At the end of our individual and collective histories Newsom places transcendence and continuation. No end.


Joy! Again, around-a pause, a sound-a song:

A way a lone a last a loved a long.

A cave, a grave, a day: arise, ascend.

(Areion, Rharian, go free and graze. Amen.)

A shore, a tide, unmoored–a sight, abroad:

A dawn, unmarked, undone, undarked (a god).

No time. No flock.  No chime, no clock. No end.

White star, white ship–Nightjar, transmit: transcend!

White star, white ship–Nightjar, transmit: transcend!

White star, white ship–Nightjar, transmit: trans



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PYefVGPHAE8
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[1] I used the official lyrics sheets from the vinyl album for punctuation, line breaks, and capitalization in these lyrics. This does frequently affect the meaning. Use internet lyrics with care, my friend!






Judaism

Any review of Judaism must be insufficient, skewed. Overreaching statements, bombast, long digressions agonisingly cut. I’m sorry in advance. Here we go.

This review will be centered around Judaism’s four great strengths: law, persecution, comedy, and hats. At the end, we might spare a few sentences for her four great weaknesses: food, dance, fashion, and Tay-Sachs.

Law

At the center of Jewish law is a tragic misunderstanding.

Some background:

The Creator of Heaven and Earth communes with a Mesapotamian man named Abraham, and makes a series of covenants with his family.

[image: ]

“Naahhhh I was just kidding with that one. Absolutely crazy that you were willing to go through with it, though.”

In one of these covenants, Abraham is told that his descendants will be subjugated in a foreign land for 400 years, but then rescued and brought into their homeland.

Abraham’s descendants are paroled early out of slavery in Egypt, after serving 210 years of their sentence. A man named Moses chastises Pharoah with miraculous punishments and negotiates for the Israelites’ release.

Moses leads his newly-freed people into the desert, and from a mountain-top brings them the Divine Book, the Torah (lit. “Law”; “Instruction”; “Teaching”). Moses is Abraham’s great-great-great-great grandson on his father’s side, and Abraham’s great-great-great grandson on his mother’s side, and is considered to be the humblest man who ever lived.
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But he could still throw down when he had to.

Along with the Book, or “the Written Law”; Moses is given something called the Oral Law, literally: “the Law that is Mastered by Mouth”. This tradition is not to be written down, but memorised and communicated to students who similarly commit it to memory and pass it along. The Oral Law contains all the fine details on how the Written Law is to be applied, as well as a system of dialectic for the interrogation and application of the Law to specific situations.

Remember: the Torah, the fundamental book of Jewish law, is only 79,980 words long, and a lot of those words are used in narrative. The American federal internal revenue code is 2,412,000 words long. The European Union regulations on what kind of side-mirror an automobile must have in order to be suitable for import is almost 2,000 words long. Like all ancient codes of law, the Torah necessarily dealt with typical cases in low resolution, and left a lot of the messy details to the scholarship of future legislators, and to the discretion of future judges.

So far so good. The early Hebrews confederate, are conquered and exiled, and return in small number to rebuild their homeland. (Meanwhile, the conversation on how to run a just society and how to apply the sacred law - really the same thing - rolls on.)

During a civil war, they invite Roman interference, which predictably ends in Judea becoming a Roman vassal and subject. The Romans have a particular dislike for their new subjects: Jews keep to themselves, they don’t integrate well into Roman society, and they rebel with ferocity. These rebellions are put down with extreme force, and Jews live under Roman occupation and oppression for a few centuries.

[image: ]Pictured: extreme force

The Roman sandal stays on the Jewish neck for centuries, but the intensity of the oppression fluctuates based on whoever happens to be Emperor in Rome, and whoever happens to be Governor in Judea.

Around 200 AD, a Jewish leader called Judah the Prince sees his chance. Renowned stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius Antoninus has ascended to the Roman purple; and Judah the Prince sees in the new emperor not merely a sympathetic ruler, but a genuine intellectual counterpart. (Later Jewish sources record their conversations and their bromance, including a notable episode about which Judah the Prince later concedes “this matter I learned from Antoninus.”)

[image: ]

For a good time, compare the opening passage of Book 2 of the ‘Meditations’

with Judah the Prince’s personal prayer at the bottom of Berakhot 16b

Judah the Prince assembles the learned men of his day, and redacts the Oral Law into a single unified text called “the Mishnah” (lit. “repetition”; “recital”; “sharpening”; “toothmaker”; even “teaching”). Omissions and contradictions are ironed out; supplementary materials considered canonical-but-superfluous make their way into less-central compilations.

The Mishnah is taught to generation after generation of trainee judge, with a teacher’s manual called the Gemara gradually being added to the corpus. After about four hundred years of this, the final combination of Mishnah + Gemara are compiled into a text that will become Judaism’s source code in exile: an intricate literary goliath called “the Talmud” (lit. “teaching”, once again). Confusingly, the entire Talmud is often also simply called the Gemara.
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The 73-volume Artscroll translation of the Talmud, complete with commentary. A steal at merely $2,999 USD__.

What distinguishes the Talmud is its form of dialectic. The Talmud will often quote the opinion of some great rabbi of the past, then immediately attack his position. The truth is gradually teased out over the ensuing lines, with some arguments running for several pages. Famously, a conclusion is not always reached. It seems the Talmud was designed to help judicial acolytes not merely memorise lists of laws, but learn how to weigh genuine human considerations in their decisions. For the most part, the book does not spoon-feed answers.

There are many passages within the Talmud on how valuable this process is. “A disagreement for the sake of Heaven will endure!” says one mishnah. (An individual teaching in the Mishnah is also called a “mishnah”.) This means that if you have a good and genuine point to make, that point will never be obviated by an eventual wise answer. Any wise answer must acknowledge and incorporate your good point into a final synthesis.

For centuries, the Talmud and her pursuant discourse were how Jews learned to be human. The tome was carried into exile with us, and continued to be our cultural and legal backbone as we mostly stuck to ourselves. More than that, it was a surrogate Temple, a grounding pivot for our faith while our homeland and our holy sanctuary lay in ruins.

Then, the Enlightenment struck, followed by the relaxing of anti-Jewish restrictions across the Continent. Suddenly, Jews weren’t merely outsiders with their own distinct culture. They could be full citizens of their host countries, participants in the cosmopolitan effort of humanism. For the first time, you could be an Englishman-who-happened-to-be-Jewish rather than a Jew-who-happened-to-live-in-England.
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Benjamin Disraeli, whose Jewish birth did not prevent him from twice becoming Prime Minister of the United Kingdom

Being raised in the social milieu of their host nations meant that Jews now learned how to be human by being Westerners, and their Judaism was largely relegated to an (often arbitrary) set of identity markers. Thus modern discussions in Jewish law often look like an absurd game of divine legal sudoku. Scholars furiously discuss ritual purity and food taboos, completely divorced from any understanding of water scarcity and disease vectors and the carrying capacity of ancient Judea.

When we look back at the arguments of the sages in the Talmud, it sure seems like they’re playing Absurd Divine Legal Sudoku as well, at least at first glance. But with an appreciation of their material conditions and shared language, you can still glimpse the real high-stakes conversations they were having, albeit framed in an unfamiliar theologically-laden shorthand.
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“From what time does one recite Shema in the evening?” the Talmud begins, presuming you already know (a) what the Shema is, (b) that it is recited in the evening, (c) what the function of that recitation is, and (d) that there are more- and less- ideal times for its recitation.

Although most people studying the Talmud today are missing a huge amount of context, they can (and do) still greatly exert their minds in following the logic of her arguments. And while this tragic misunderstanding yet persists - that the Classical sages were only playing Absurd Divine Legal Sudoku - the study of the Talmud still trains a mind to think in a robust and useful way. Although a point of hot contention (like everything else), it is often thought that this rigour is what has honed the Jewish mind to master other domains like economics, chemistry, literature, and mathematics. In The Polgar Variant, László Polgár, who validated his pedagogical methodology by raising his three daughters into chess grandmasters, genuflects briefly, but tantalisingly, to the Talmud.

[image: ]A fun image to drop into various conversations, I think.

I have a friend who was ordained as a rabbi, then went to law school. “After yeshiva, law school was easy,” he told me.

The actual practice of working through a Talmudic argument is an exercise well beyond the scope of this review, but let’s close this section with an illuminating old joke on the subject:


A cardinal goes to a rabbi and says “rabbi, I’d like to study the Talmud”.

The rabbi replies, “with respect, you’re unable to study the Talmud.”

“Why not?” the cardinal replies, perplexed.

“I’ll show you. Suppose two burglars come down a chimney. One gets his face dirty, one doesn’t. Who washes his face?”

“The one with the dirty face!”

“Wrong. The one with the clean face washes his face. Examine the logic! The one with the dirty face looks at his compatriot, who has a clean face, and assumes that his face is likewise clean. But the one with the clean face looks at his compatriot, who has a dirty face, and assumes that his own face is likewise dirty. So the burglar with the clean face washes his face. See? You’re not ready to study the Talmud.”

“Oh, I just messed up that one question,” says the cardinal. “Give me another chance.”

“Ok,” says the rabbi. “Two burglars come down a chimney. One gets his face dirty, one doesn’t. Who washes his face?”

“You just asked this! I know the answer. The one with the clean face washes his face.”

“Wrong. They both wash their faces. Examine the logic! The one with the clean face washes first, for reasons we’ve already discussed. But when the one with the dirty face sees this, he correctly deduces that if the burglar with the clean face is washing his face, it must be because he sees his friend has a dirty face. So the burglar with the dirty face also washes his face.”

“Ahhh, I see,” says the cardinal. “Very good, but I insist upon one more chance.”

“Ok,” says the rabbi. “Two burglars come down a chimney. One gets his face dirty, one doesn’t. Who washes his face?”

“We’ve just been through this, twice! Both of them wash their faces!”

“Wrong again,” says the rabbi. “Neither one washes his face. Examine the logic! The one with the dirty face looks at the one with the clean face, and assumes that his own face is likewise clean, so he doesn’t wash his face. The one with the clean face sees that his friend isn’t washing, despite having a dirty face. He surmises that the reason for this must be that his own face is clean, and that his colleague has misread this as implying that his face is also clean. Thus, he knows that his face is clean, and he doesn’t wash.”

“Wonderful!” says the cardinal. “I understand completely. You must give me exactly one last chance, and I’ll definitely succeed!”

“Ok,” says the rabbi. “Two burglars come down a chimney. One gets his face dirty, one doesn’t. Who washes his face?”

“Neither!” exclaims the cardinal with pride. “See? I understand the Talmud.”

“You fool!” shouts the rabbi. “You absolute buffoon! How could you think such a thing? Examine the logic! How can it be that two burglars come down the same chimney, and only one has a dirty face?”



With jokes like this, is it any wonder people keep trying to kill us?

Persecution


An old Jewish man looks skywards and asks, “Lord, is it true we’re the chosen people?”

The heavens open, and all the world pauses as an impossibly deep voice answers:

“YES, IT’S TRUE.”

The old Jew keeps his gaze steady and says, “well, would you mind choosing someone else for a change?”



The cardinal from the last section, understandably furious about his humiliation, decides to tell everyone that the Jews are poisoning the wells. Or kidnapping Christian children to make their blood into matzah. Or using a giant space laser to manipulate the weather.

Pretty soon you have a lot of miffed peasants doing the whole torch-and-pitchfork thing. The flare-ups of violence have causes deeper than slander, or course. The lowest socioeconomic rungs are often flattened as the great wheels turns, and it’s a much safer bet to take your rage out on the middleman minority than it is to come at the king.

What doesn’t kill you often leaves you a traumatised husk of your previous self. So why call persecution a strength?

Nissim Taleb argues that there are three kinds of response to stress: fragile, robust, antifragile. The fragile object, when struck, shatters. The robust remains unbroken. But the antifragile becomes stronger. Pushing heavy weights might shred your muscles, but also cause them to heal stronger than before.

In the same way, Jews have responded to centuries of persecution by becoming mobile, agile, and extremely cooperative. They can go anywhere and put down roots, then be driven away by the next stormwind and repeat. They can switch profession or industry with great rapidity, then swiftly master the new domain. Perhaps most importantly: they help each other. Boy, do they help each other. Charity is basically the Jewish national sport.

On a zoomed-out level, there are innumerable Jewish charities with significant endowments. There’s the place you get your free wheelchair rental after a tumble, the place that provides food packages on a Friday afternoon, and the place that will administer blood tests to you and your partner to screen for genetic diseases.

But on a zoomed-in level: if you go for Shabbos to a new synagogue, in a new town, you’re very likely to have someone come up to you, say hi, ask where you’re from, and interrogate you until he finds the chain of friends, cousins, and business associates that links the two of you. We call this process “playing Jewish geography”. Even if this game fails to find a link, but especially if it succeeds, your interlocutor is likely to invite you over for the meal, or find a friend of his to host you.

We help each other in a thousand tiny ways. We bring in each other’s mail and take out each other’s trash. We create spreadsheet rosters of volunteers to handle meals for families that have just given birth; or, Heaven protect us, for families who have just lost someone. We carry large amounts of cash and diamonds around for each other, and never give the slightest worry to theft.

I am reminded of Lord Stark:


Let me tell you something about wolves, child. When the snows fall and the white winds blow, the lone wolf dies, but the pack survives. Summer is the time for squabbles. In winter, we must protect one another, keep each other warm, share our strengths.



For the Jew, winter is always coming.

Comedy

Another thing that persecution helps with is being funny. Use your pain, they say. Well, when you’ve had a couple thousand of years of Inquisitions, Holocausts, and angry mobs … you’ve hit the comedic jackpot.

We can distinguish fairly neatly between Jewish comedy and comedy by Jews. In the latter, you have your Jerries Seinfeld, your Rodneys Dangerfield, your Jons Stewart. In the former, it’s a different breed. Mel Brooks might be the only true master of Jewish comedy to break through to broader popularity, but from within the tribe, the type specimen is a man named Jackie Mason.

[image: ]"My grandfather always said that I shouldn't watch my money. That I should watch my health.

So while I was watching my health, someone stole my money. It was my grandfather."

We’re a neurotic people, with plenty to be neurotic about. It’s hard to say that the comedy is always helping, rather than making things worse. But when it does help, it seems to have two main benefits. An old Hassidic tale:


Reb Simcha Bunim of Przysucha was walking by a river and saw a man drowning. He called to the man, “give my regards to the Leviathan!”

The man laughed, and so Reb Bunim was able to reach out and save him.



I mentioned this story to a friend, who said “it’s obviously about depression right? Can we agree that’s what this story is about?”

I hadn’t realised it before then, but it struck me that my friend was correct. When someone is in a bad-enough place, you can’t even begin to do the important work of heal & rescue until you’ve shaken him a little. A good joke is supremely useful for that purpose. For a contemporary example, here’s Tony Robbins using the same technique.

[image: ]

The Hassidic masters were rarely said to have possessed such striking jawlines

The first benefit of Jewish comedy, its first function, is to help someone laugh so he can begin to escape his own sense of despair.

The second benefit is more subtle. Here’s psychiatrist Martin Grotjahn:


One can almost see how a witty Jewish man carefully and cautiously takes a sharp dagger out of his enemy’s hands, sharpens it so that it can split a hair in mid-air, polishes it until it shines brightly, stabs himself with it, then returns it gallantly to the anti-Semite with the silent reproach: Now see whether you can do it half as well.



Pithy passage, sure … but it doesn’t address the question of why on earth you would want to do this. Surely a knife to the heart kills just as surely whether it’s from another’s hand or one’s own?

It seems to me that if the Reb Simcha Bunim story illustrates the potential for a joke to shake one out of depression, that this passage illustrates the potential for a joke to shake one out of indignity. When you are defined by your enemy’s castigation, you are painted into a psychological corner. But if you can take the slurs and criticisms - earned or unearned! - and present them with more elegance than can your oppressors, you’ve won a small but important victory. Though you’re still stuck working with their script, you can rewrite it for literary quality and perform it with greater flair. In doing so, you have ceased to be merely the audience of your own denunciation. You have become an actor, both in the sense of being the thespian under the lights, and in the sense of being an autonomous agent.

Ok, here’s one more:


A traveller is making his way through a densely-thicketed wood. As he zig-zags along narrow, half-forgotten paths, he spies a watchtower.

He calls up to the man atop the tower. “Ho! Where is Plony Village?”

The man replies: “Just over that way! Take a left at the creek, and then a right at the large boulder.”

“Thank you. By the way, what are you doing out here? Are you here to guard the village?”

“Guard? Not at all. I’m a Messiah watchman.”

“A Messiah watchman? What does that mean?”

“Well, the townsfolk were concerned that if the Messiah ever came through these parts, gathering the exiled Jews to return us to the Promised Land, he might accidentally overlook us because our village is so remote. So the village council decided to build this watchtower, and have someone stay in it, so that when the Messiah comes, I can tell him how to get to our village.”

“Wow! How interesting. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Tell me: does the job of Messiah watchman pay a lot?”

“No, but it’s very steady work.”



See? We’re poking fun at the futility of our own perennial eschatological optimism, but in the very process of doing so, we’re finding yet another way to see the brighter side of things. So it goes.


Hymie and Seymour are on safari. A wild animal leaps from the foliage onto Seymour’s head, sending him into a panic.

“Hymie! What is it? What is it??” he shrieks.

“How should I know?” replies Hymie. “What am I, a milliner?”



Hats

Most Jews don’t wear hats, but for those who do, hats are very serious business.

Jewish law requires men to cover their heads. Males start wearing one of these from the age of three:
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It’s called a kippah (lit. “cover”) or yarmulke (lit. “fear of the King”), and it’s meant to indicate humility before one’s Creator.

(Married Jewish women also cover their heads, but that’s it’s own whole thing and beyond the scope of this essay.)

OK, so far so good. The kippah above is a fairly standard Chabad design. Here’s a selection of other designs, along with attached signaling information:

[image: ]Hard to believe this is straight from Pew.

If you’re sufficiently attuned to the Matrix, you can tell all sorts of things about a Jew from his hat. There’s the basic divide between the black kippot and the knitted kippot. You can often tell how serious a guy is in his faith (or how much he wants his faith to be taken as a core part of his identity) by the size of his kippah. And he’ll sometimes tell you explicitly about his political or sports or pop culture allegiances too.
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But once you get into the ultra-Orthodox world, you’re normally seeing an additional hat on top of the kippah. Take a look:
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At first glance, they’re all dressed the same, right? But the longer you look, the more you notice subtle differences. These differences speak volumes to those who have ears to hear. I recently asked a good friend and mentor of mine to explain his hat.

[image: ]His hat looks like this.

He said, and I quote here almost verbatim:


This hat is called a “samet kappelutsch”. It literally means “silken hat”. If I flipped it around, it would be Vizhnitz or Seret. If made of ordinary materials (like a Borcellino) rather than velvet, as half of my children wear, it signifies non-belonging to specific chassidish groups (like Belz); they belong to either general Polish or general Russian Chassidim (e.g. Chernobyl, Ger etc). Recently, about nine months ago, they made a minhag that the base age for switching from the more juvenile hats (such as peak-caps) to the kappelutsches would be raised by a few years.



I wish I knew enough to explain what is going on here. Really, I do. I thought about doing a deep dive and coming up with all the answers, with a grand taxonomy of hats.

But, in the end, I decided that my ignorance would be a teaching moment. The lesson is important, and it’s kinda the same as the point I started with.

Even though I’m the guy teaching you about Judaism, I still barely have any idea what’s going on. And to be honest, I’m not entirely sure that the vastness of the machinery can be fully understood by a single person. There are people who spend their whole lives on it, and still barely grasp their own small section of the edifice.

As Rabbi Eliezer said on his deathbed:


I have learned much Torah, and I have taught much Torah.

I have learned much Torah, yet I took from my teachers like a dog lapping at the ocean.

I have taught my Torah, yet my students took from me like the quill draws from the inkwell.



So, please, take everything I’ve said with a sense of perspective.

And if you’re ever in Jerusalem, come for Shabbos. (I’m serious, btw. I’ve cleared it with my wife and everything.)
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Kiki’s Delivery Service

On a clear moonlit night, with her talking black cat Jiji and small radio in tow, 13-year-old Kiki sets off on her broomstick to make her way in the world. According to tradition, witches her age are expected to leave home to complete their magical training in a new town.

This 1989 Studio Ghibli film fulfills the fantasy of every viewer’s inner precocious teenager. Wouldn’t it have been so nice to already be grown up and leave home at that age? Yes, she has some struggles along the way, but the movie stands out by glorifying “being a grown-up” in a way that doesn’t make it seem miserable.

While the worldbuilding in this universe is intentionally vague, it’s established early on that a witch in training is supposed to specialize in a particular magical skill in her role as the future Town Witch. Kiki’s mother specialises in potions, but Kiki, being a bit of an airhead, hasn’t decided yet.

When the stormclouds roll in halfway through her moonlit ride, she stows away in a boxcar to stay dry. She awakens in the morning to find that the train has carried her all the way south, to a city on the coast [1].

Kiki grew up in the wild and magical northern countryside, and she has travelled south to (somewhat) modern civilization.

As she explores this beautiful, walkable, vaguely northern European city, she doesn’t get the warm welcome that she’d been expecting. Townspeople question who she is and demand to speak to her absent parents. A hotel clerk rebuffs her request to stay for the night. A policeman chases her after she flies into traffic.

Lost and confused, she sets up by a water fountain in the park with her meager supplies, asking Jiji what they were going to do. Jiji, ever the practical one, simply admits that neither of them have much of a plan. Her first scary adult question emerges: “Where are we going to sleep tonight?”

When the police car passes by, still looking for her, she ducks down some side streets.

She comes upon a bakery owner calling out to a customer down the hill who had forgotten her baby’s pacifier. Kiki offers to fly the binky down to the woman, to stunned applause from the bakery owner, Osono.

She explains that the reason Kiki had received such a cold welcome was because witches weren’t around in this city anymore. Nobody had seen a witch in years; Osono had only ever heard stories.

Hearing that Kiki has nowhere to stay, she offers her the room in the attic in exchange for helping out at the bakery. Kiki happily accepts.

Since there aren’t any other witches nearby, Kiki still wonders what she’s going to do for her apprenticeship. Lacking interest in other types of magic, she realizes she really likes flying and starts a flying delivery service. She works as a cashier in the mornings and makes deliveries in the afternoons and evenings.

What follows are several eventful deliveries, trials, and tribulations - but she overcomes them and ends each day with happy customers.

What sets Kiki’s Delivery Service apart from other Studio Ghibli movies like Spirited Away or Whisper of the Heart is not just the fact that it’s a coming-of-age story, but a coming-of-age story grounded in real adult problems. Chihiro in Spirited Away emotionally “grows up” by fighting evil spirits, while Kiki grows up by, well, growing up. She starts a business to support herself, and it’s portrayed as this totally legible and straightforward task. Yes, running a delivery service has its challenges, but she overcomes them in a very mundane way.

She’s playing capitalism on easy mode, and it’s absolutely delightful and heartwarming. She finds a fantastic niche, her service spreads through word of mouth, and she’s surrounded by people who love her and support her in an incredibly safe and low-crime city. Even the bakery itself is quaint and cute; the business takes up the main floor of a mixed-used building where the family lives upstairs. This is the perfect embodiment of asabiyyah, a sense of civilizational belonging.

Osono and her husband have a spirit of camaraderie and community about them. Osono takes Kiki under her wing as a member of the family and gives her lots of business advice - including letting her run her delivery service out of the bakery. Just think about how remarkable that is: they let her live up in the attic for free, with a hot breakfast every morning, in exchange for watching the cash register.

Don’t let the witch magic fool you - this movie is about growing up and becoming a functional adult. She faces some very adult fears: “Where am I going to sleep tonight? How will I pay the rent? How can I afford groceries? These supplies cost a lot of money. I gave the cashier my bills, and only got a tiny handful of pocket change back.” But then she overcomes them with minimal on-screen effort. She only needs to work an easy job to “pay” her rent, and her delivery business starts making money hand over fist.

But under this veneer of successful adulting, Kiki is confronting feelings of intense alienation among her peers. Tombo, a local teen and flying machine aficionado, has been trying to befriend her this whole time, but the rest of his friend group treats her like an outsider. All the adults treat Kiki with kindness, but according to the slightly older teenagers, she’s the freak with a job who doesn’t go to school.

During her deliveries all over the city and surrounding countryside, it becomes clear that the modern era is slowly edging out the magical past. The bakery has an outhouse, but it’s fitted with a flush toilet [2].

A customer’s fancy electric oven breaks, but the old wood-fired oven is still in the wall, in good enough condition to be used as backup. Kiki, having grown up in the north, knows how to properly light a fire in the oven, wait for it to burn down, and stoke the coals for baking at the right temperature.

There’s an unasked and unanswered question in the background: what happened to all the witches? Nobody had seen a witch in decades - to the point where an elderly character reminisces about her grandmother telling stories about witches from when she was young. That’s easily a 100-year gap between witness and storyteller.

But... why? Was there an in-universe version of the Salem Witch Trials? Surely these people knew that living, breathing witches were just a train ride away? Why act like they were all extinct?

Upon reflection, and going by the very limited worldbuilding, it seems like they were simply another piece of the past that got left behind. Who needs witches on flying broomsticks when you have digibles? Who needs potions when you have modern medicine? The southern witches may have simply chosen to pack up and retreat to the north where they were still welcome. They became as obsolete as the wood-fired oven or the unplumbed outhouse.

As time goes on, Kiki encounters every trope about someone who makes their hobby into their job. Flying goes from being a fun pastime to being a slog. After a particularly upsetting delivery where she flies through the pouring rain, only to be greeted by a sneering teenager, she slinks home and falls ill with a fever.

Although she recovers from her fever, she struggles to keep it together. Tombo comes to visit her and they have a nice afternoon together. But when the rest of his friend group arrives in their car, Kiki notices that one of the members is the same surly teenager from that awful delivery. Kiki declines to hang out with them and goes home, still exhausted and sick.

The next morning, Jiji yowls at her instead of speaking. Panicking that something is wrong with her magic, she tries to fly, but her broomstick can’t lift her up. Getting desperate, she runs down a hill to take off, only to fall and break the broomstick underneath her.

It turns out that all those easily-surmountable struggles were just the warm-up round for when she loses her ability to fly.

Unable to deliver packages from the air, she neglects her business. She still does her menial job at the bakery to stay afloat, but she sinks into a deep depression. She struggles to find purpose in her life.

But even in her darkest moment, she’s still surrounded by people who love her. A hippy artist she met on an earlier delivery comes to visit her at the bakery. They hitchhike back to her cabin in the woods, and the artist imparts all her wisdom about not fighting it when the creative juices aren’t flowing. She reassures Kiki that her magic will return when she needs it.

When Kiki get back to the city, the old woman with the broken stove bakes her a cake. Slowly but surely, she’s reconnecting with the magic she’s lost.

Then, Tombo gets into danger. He is swept away while clinging to a rope hanging from an out-of-control dirigible. He’s literally at the end of his rope, about to fall. Only someone on a flying broomstick can save him now!

Kiki’s adrenaline kicks in, she grabs a random broom from an onlooker, and her magic returns. She flies to the rescue and catches him in the nick of time. Roll credits.

In the time-skipped post credit scene, she has regained her magic and is living happily as the Town Witch. She’s seen flying around next to Tombo’s new pedal-powered glider, and even Jiji finds love and has some kittens.

What is it that draws me so much to this movie? Kiki’s Delivery Service strikes at all my neoliberal sensibilities that “surviving under capitalism” should be this easy. Rent should be cheap. It should be simple to start a business and perform services for money. Life should be easily maintained by holding down a low-stakes job as a bakery cashier while your business takes off. Local merchants should be ordinary, honest people who extend a helping hand to lost witches. We should encourage our young people to leave the nest and make their way in the world.

But nowadays we don’t have that. Starting a business requires a mountain of paperwork, and those cute mixed-use buildings are illegal to build. The rent is too damn high, and so are groceries. And good luck asking for a favor from a local Panera manager.

But whenever I put on this movie, I get to indulge the part of me that wants to be more like Kiki.

Which is why I was surprised to learn that Miyazaki is a communist.

Wait, what?

Well... sort of. It’s complicated.

Miyazaki spent his early career at Toei Animation, where he served as the chief secretary of the union in the 1960s. When he moved on from Toei and began his directing career, Marxism heavily influenced his early work. This is most overtly shown in the 1978 television series Future Boy Conan. On a post-apocalyptic Earth, after the United States and Soviet Union have destroyed civilization with super-nukes, the titular character Conan must stop an evil warship named Industria from attempting to rebuild the world on the backs of an enslaved underclass.

Given this political subtext, there’s an obvious alternative way to interpret Kiki’s Delivery Service:

Magic is being steadily crowded out by modernity. It used to be a sacred act of the Town Witch offering up her services for free, but she now has to grovel and put up with rude customers in the context of running a business. Before, she would have been taken care of by the community and revered for her magical abilities. But when she first shows up in a modern city, she’s given the cold shoulder. Her very survival is dependent on her continuing to work and make deliveries, turning her sacred magic into a lowly commodity. Then, the grind of this makes her (almost) lose her magic entirely. It isn’t until she hangs out with people who care about her and learn to vibe with life that her magic returns.

This is probably closer to what Miyazaki was going for.

When I first found out about this, I wasn’t really sure what to make of it. My first instinct was to invoke Death of the Author and file this away with some other movies that had an obvious intended message - but then delivered a very different message.

Except Miyazaki’s political views at the time were a bit more complicated than that. While Miyazaki called himself a Marxist in his youth, he later disavowed certain elements of it. This shift occurred while he was working on Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind from the mid 1980s through the ‘90s. This was the same time period when Kiki’s Delivery Service (1989) came out. Much of his Studio Ghibli work is centered on “human industry versus nature” instead of class struggle. He could be better characterized as an environmentalist than a strict leftist.

So... which is it? Is the movie portraying business and commerce as good, or bad? Is trade a sacred pact of civilization, or is it a lowly magic-killing act of commodification?

Eh, you decide. Go watch the movie. It’s great.
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Notes


[1]

Miyazaki based the city on the Swedish town of Visby, with bits of Stockholm mixed in.



[2]

At first I thought the flushing sound effect was added to tell the audience that Kiki had just used the bathroom, even though real outhouses don’t have flush toilets. But no, outhouses with plumbing were an actual thing for a brief period. The first bathrooms were really just fancy outhouses.



[3]

“Self serve” grocery stores debuted in the 1910s.






Knives Out

When I was doing the research for this review, I came up with a lot of theories. Many of them are half-baked, but I want to put the one I feel most confident about first because I’m really proud of it.

Towards the end of Knives Out, the main character receives an email from 092832@protonmail.com.
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No one on the internet seems to care about this email address, except for this one guy, and even he didn’t try to figure out what it meant. I did. I believe this is a reference to the director, Rian Johnson’s, first hit movie, Looper. Looper was released on September (09) 28 (28), 2012 (20 + 12 = 32). Just to drive the point home, the address (1209) again references September 2012.

That’s my li’l detective moment; everything that follows is full of spurious speculation and spoilers about Knives Out.

Ask not whodunit

Knives Out is, at its bookends, a classic whodunit (we’ll get into its unconventional middle later). A rich old man dies in a luxurious country home filled with his nearest and dearest, all of whom had a reason to kill him. The last person to see him alive was his nurse who, it turns out, also inherits his whole fortune. A brilliant detective, Benoit Blanc, investigates. The nurse is the primary suspect for most of the movie, but at the end, Blanc points the finger at the playboy grandson. Curtain.

This is a book clearly inspired by Agatha Christie. It is so inspired by Christie that Johnson acknowledged the detective is meant to be an American Poirot. It is so inspired by Christie that the title font literally traces text from Christie’s book covers.
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Screenshot from the “Making Knives Out Title” video

If you’ve ever read a Christie novel, you might have noticed that on the first or second page, it says something like “Outsold only by the Bible and Shakespeare, Agatha Christie is the best-selling novelist of all time.” This is a bonkers fact! The list of most popular English-language writers apparently goes:


	God

	The guy who invented modern English

	A genre-fiction girlie who wrote guilty pleasures



Selling that many books is no easy feat. How did she do it?

The obvious answer is “she wrote good mysteries.” This is wrong. The dirty little secret of most mysteries is that the mystery part could be compressed into a short story. Sherlock Holmes solved the vast majority of his mysteries in short stories. So did Father Brown and Encyclopedia Brown (no relation). I’ll grant you that Christie writes good mysteries, but why do people enjoy the other 150ish pages in each novel?

It’s because Christie’s tales are moral fables. A death sets the stage, but the heart of the story is the judgment the detective casts on the living.

A lot of people think that Christie’s tales are moral fables because her detective, Poirot, catches the bad guy at the end. This is incorrect. The whole point of a mystery novel is that there is not just one bad guy! For a mystery novel to be interesting, almost everyone we meet must be a plausible suspect who was willing to kill.

These stories take place in a world where a powerful figure has been evil and careless for a long time, and in doing so, has made a lot of enemies. This evil central figure warps the souls of everyone around him until they are a little evil too, whether to thrive or merely survive. Despite the popular stereotype, the butler almost never does it in these books. The suspects are friends and family of the evil central figure, because those are the people most firmly ensnared in his web. Finally, one of them snaps and kills.

In the aftermath of the murder, Poirot steps into the shoes of the murdered evil figure, and becomes the central figure who holds power over all the suspects’ lives. Only, unlike the evil figure, Poirot is good. Poirot only wants to right old wrongs; he makes no further demands of the suspects.

And once Poirot solves the case, he doesn’t just j’accuse the killer. He calls out the evil every single suspect holds in their heart. All the assholes get their comeuppance. This part of the book is incredibly satisfying; almost more satisfying than the mystery itself. No wonder Christie sells like the Bible; they’re both books about how awesome Judgment Day is.

Knives Out is so good because it is also a moral fable first and mystery last.

One set of characters in this moral fable are the rich victim’s three children. They are bad because they are all greedy and selfish nepo-babies, although each of them puts their own twist on it.


	The daughter started a real estate business with a huge loan from her dad.

	The son manages his dad’s publishing empire.

	The daughter-in-law (her husband, the other son, is dead) gets living expenses from her father-in-law.



Ask yourself, why three kids? In the real world, the answer would be “their parents wanted a big family” or “birth control didn’t work out” but this is not the real world. Why did the writer create three kids, not two or four? Because the three kids fill out the three bad quadrants in the below plot.
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If there was a fourth kid, to be a unique character, he would need to be both successful and doing his own thing, which would make him a worthy heir to his dad, which would make the nurse redundant, which would make the story fail.

The nurse is the good counterpart to the three failkids. She is competent and nice and likes to spend time with the rich man without an eye on his money.

There are three grandkids too. Again, in real life, you’d ask “Why only three? It’s surprising that each couple didn’t have the standard 1.8 kids.” But the movie only needs two grandkids to fill out extremes on the left-right spectrum: social justice warrior and neo-Nazi. The third grandchild is the killer, and he is not tied to an archetype so that he can do what the plot needs him to do for the murder to make sense.

The delicious climax of the movie is not when Blanc reveals who did it. It’s when Blanc protects the nurse from the vicious family and tells them off for being assholes. There are several clues to this.

First, the only time Blanc utters the words “knives out” in the movie is not in reference to the dead guy found with a knife in his hand, but in reference to how the family has treated the nurse. Blanc yells at them that they are “a pack of vultures at the feast, knives out, beaks bloody.” Interestingly, in the script, the phrase “knives out” was used earlier in reference to the murder, but Johnson clearly realized during shooting that the heart of the story was not the murder.

Second, Johnson’s own sketch of the movie’s structure shows that the high point of the third act is when Blanc defends the nurse (“Blanc stops her”, circled in red) and not the denouement (“Library”).
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Screenshot from this video__.

Third, the ending of the movie focuses not on Blanc, or on the killer getting led off to jail, but on the nurse finally enjoying her newfound wealth and looking down at the selfish family that mistreated her.

It’s this moral fable quality that made Knives Out (and Christie) so popular. Without this, they would have been mildly successful genre tales. With it, they are knockouts.

However, the actual plot of Knives Out isn’t even the most interesting moral fable associated with it.

Star Wars 2: Electric Boogaloo

In the winter of 2019, moviegoers got to witness a plucky band of misfit friends go up against a massive and powerful adversary, and against all odds, win.

The Goliath in this story is The Mouse, Ruler of the Magic Kingdom, Commander of Copyrights, Victor of The Streaming Wars, Protector of Childhood Nostalgia, long may he reign.

The David in this David v. Goliath story is Johnson, accompanied by his Knives Out collaborators:


	Steve Yedlin: his cinematographer who has been working with him since freshman year of college

	Nathan Johnson: his composer who has worked on all his movies except one where John Williams got grandfathered in, also a cousin

	Zach Johnson: artist who created the title font and end credit paintings, also a cousin

	Joseph Gordon-Levitt: actor who has been in all of Johnson’s movies and some side projects too, also an effective altruist

	Ram Bergman, Bob Ducsay, Noah Segan: other people who have been involved in most of Johnson’s projects



I obviously don’t know Johnson, but I’m willing to believe that he’s probably in the nicest quintile of Hollywood people. For one, he has been working with the same people for more than two decades in a cutthroat industry. For another, he sounds like a nice person on his director’s commentary tracks. And lastly, his continued relationship with Joseph Gordon-Levitt sort of makes him EA-adjacent, which means he’s just like me fr.

So how did such a nice guy end up antagonizing Disney?

It all started a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, when Disney acquired Star Wars IP and released the first Star Wars movie in more than thirty years. The good news is that the movie recaptured all the magic of the first movie, A New Hope. The bad news is that the movie recaptured everything from A New Hope; it was basically a straight retelling with new characters. Rian Johnson, fresh off the success of Looper, was brought on to write and direct the next movie.

Here retellings diverge based on who you ask. I’ll confess that I’m not a Star Wars fan, so I’m going to attempt a neutral retelling. Johnson’s sequel was not a straight retelling of a previous movie. It was original. Critics appreciated the originality; audiences were more divided. Because Star Wars has a passionate fanbase, Johnson was loudly and thoroughly critiqued. The key word that floated around the internet a lot at this time was “subvert.” As in, “Rian Johnson subverted audience expectations” and “go subvert your fucking face Rian.”

Johnson did what he did because he spotted what probably every writer for Star Wars has spotted: the stories are trapped by nostalgia. As a writer for the first movie said, “It just felt like every time Luke came in and entered the movie, he just took it over. Suddenly you didn’t care about your main character anymore because, ‘Oh fuck, Luke Skywalker’s here. I want to see what he’s going to do.’” It’s genuinely hard to write a movie when the audience doesn’t care about the main character! Johnson might not have done a great job, but the people who came after him completely shat the bed.

The next Star Wars movie, The Rise of Skywalker, is the only Star Wars movie I’ve ever seen. Because I was visiting a Star Wars superfan at the time, I actually saw it premiere weekend at the Disney-owned theater on Hollywood Boulevard. People could take pictures with stormtroopers. Before the movie, we listened to someone play bits of the soundtrack on an organ. After the movie, we walked around an exhibition with costumes from the movie and got Star Wars posters. I was surrounded by excited fans, many in costumes, the whole time. It should have been a really fun evening.

Except that the movie was so, so bad. It was so bad that my friend spent the rest of our vacation typing out essays on his phone about how bad the movie was. It was so bad that for a month or two after, I went into a rabbit hole of watching dozens of YouTube videos about the movie, because I really just wanted to understand how an anticipated movie from a celebrated franchise could be so dogshit.

Thankfully, that’s not the only thing I watched in the month or two after. I also watched this little mystery movie I’d been hearing really good things about: Knives Out. It was a wonderful palate cleanser. It made me want to write a mystery novel myself.

I like to think about how Johnson must have felt watching The Rise of Skywalker crash and burn because his successors did an even worse job dealing with the nostalgia trap than he did. Meanwhile, his movie made bank, he got nominated for his first Oscar, and he was now helming one of the hottest franchises around. And the best part? He did it by subverting the whodunit.

Mysthrillerery

Whodunits make for boring movies. There are too many characters to pay attention to; each character has their own motive and alibi and lies and relationships; the clues are all finicky things like a key that opens an unknown lock, a neighbor who overheard a conversation, an invoice with unexpected items, fingerprints missing from a prescription bottle, or an earring without a matching pair. As Johnson says, audiences think puzzle-based whodunits are “overly theatrical, fussy, and belabored,” more a math problem than a rollercoaster ride. For example, did you spot that the list of clues above spells K-N-I-F-E? If not, you’re NGMI.

In his interviews and the director’s commentary, Johnson talks over and over again about how he needed to keep the audience engaged, even though the whodunit format doesn’t naturally lend itself to engagement. The format works on paper, but movies are a different medium with different requirements.

The first thing Johnson did to make the movie interesting was to simplify, simplify, simplify.


	You know how I talked about the rich victim’s three children above? He cut out most of the scenes that describe their individual motivations, and instead simplified them into a single “rich greedy kids” blob. The original script has many scrapped details like how one of them was shot in the leg by a loan shark, and the other one is being sued for selling lotions that cause horrible rashes.

	He removed a lot of the conversations that attempted to fill in plot holes, like answers to questions like: “Shit. Why would they test his blood?” and “How did Harlan miss this?” and “So wait, if the police know this, why am I not in jail?” This stuff just bores and confuses the audience; we want to float along on vibes instead.

	He cut out many of Blanc’s dialogues, like a monologue about aging and grief and a worldbuilding dialogue about his cat in the city. Blanc does get to keep his long “donut hole” speech during the denouement, but even that was a close call, and Johnson only kept it in full because the actor delivered a terrific performance.

	One of the keys to the movie is that the nurse mixes up two bottles of medicines. Johnson spent a lot of time writing and rewriting this part to make the explanation for the mix up as simple as possible, eventually landing at the foolproof solution of having the bottles fall to the ground and roll around.



In short, Johnson’s attitude to whodunit affeccionados’ expectations that the plot have intricately woven clues and red herrings can be summed up by what his nurse says while playing Go: “I’m not playing to beat you, I’m playing to build a beautiful pattern.”

However, mere simplification is still not enough. Like sharks smell a drop of blood in the ocean, general audiences can smell a drop of complication in a plot. As soon as they get a whiff of complication, they turn off their brains and stop being engaged. This is why, before the first act is even over, Johnson solves the mystery for the audience. We learn that the nurse, who is otherwise a very sympathetic and nice character, accidentally killed the rich man by mixing up his medicines. Instead of a whodunit, we’re suddenly watching a thriller, where we’re rooting for the nurse to escape as the detective casts his net.

To make the movie even simpler, the nurse is given a made-up medical condition that makes her throw up everytime she lies. She can’t lie to make up an alibi, or plant a clue, or throw a false accusation at someone else. In other words, she can’t create any of the traditional whodunit complications.

It’s still not enough; making the plot simple doesn’t solve the other, bigger problem. The center of a classic whodunit is its godlike detective. As a superhuman being, his thoughts are hidden and incomprehensible to mere mortals; he does not go through a character arc. He exists, catalyzes the plot, and judges. This doesn’t work well on screen.

BBC’s recent Sherlock adaptation got around this by adding lots of textual confetti to the screen to make Sherlock’s thoughts comprehensible.
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He’s thinking about who the target could be.

Johnson gets around this by making Blanc kinda… dumb?

I hate to say this, but I’m afraid it’s true.


	He enlists the nurse to help him solve the case, without first checking how much money she stands to inherit (and thus what motivations she may have).

	He lets the nurse tramp around in footprints from the night of the murder, destroying that evidence.

	He lets the nurse erase a tape from a security camera, destroying that evidence.

	He doesn’t notice the nurse throwing away a piece of a broken trellis behind his back, hiding that evidence.



The original script did have quite a few moments of brilliance from Blanc. For example, at one point, he tests an influencer family member’s lotion brand on himself to check if it actually works. At another point, he semi-mystically detects that the victim’s ancient mother has something to say to him, and arrives at her side exactly when she speaks about an important clue. All these moments are left on the cutting room floor.

You see, the thriller part of the movie only works if we’re in genuine suspense about whether the nurse will get away with her crime or not. If Blanc were godlike, or even merely hypercompetent, there would be no suspense. For the movie to work, the audience needs to be genuinely unsure whether Blanc is an observant detective or a blundering fool.

The writer taketh away, and the writer giveth. Blanc may not be a classic godlike detective, but he does have a very fun accent. If you’ve watched the movie, you’ll know that Blanc’s primary character trait is having a strong Southern accent. This was not always so; in the original script, his accent was described as “gentlest southern lilt you’ve ever heard in your life.” On screen, it is, as grandchild memorably puts it, a “Kentucky Fried Foghorn Leghorn Drawwwwwl.” For example, “I did a little poking” from the script becomes “I’ve been doin’ a little pokin’” on screen.

Even as the movie adaptation fixes flaws in the whodunit structure, it introduces a few of its own. For example, apparently Apple doesn’t let bad guys use Apple devices onscreen, so if you want to spot the murderer ahead of time, you just have to see who is using an Android phone. For another, gur zheqrere’f tbggn or gur frpbaq crefba ba gur pnyy furrg, evtug? (Rot13 this only if you are okay with likely spoiling the next movie, coming out later this year, for yourself.) And lastly, how to make a sequel work? Whodunit plots are fairly repeatable, but Knives Out took out almost everything that makes them so.

Knives Out 2: Electric Boogaloo

Note: this section has spoilers for Glass Onion, the second movie in the Knives Out series.

The first thing you notice about Glass Onion is that it is a victory lap. This movie is opulent as hell. It has a Beatles song playing over its end credits, which must have cost a pretty penny in music licensing fees. It was filmed at a luxurious Greek resort villa that has a 1:1 ratio of guests to staff. There are special effects!

Also, the cast is stacked. Just considering cameos alone, the first ten minutes include Stephen Sondheim, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and Yo-Yo Ma. The first movie’s press interviews were filled with anecdotes like “Daniel was ready to join but wasn’t sure when he would have time for it, and then luckily his Bond movie got pushed back” and “Chris Evans wasn’t going to join until he realized he could shoot in his hometown of Boston.” This time around, the anecdotes are more like “I wasn’t sure Serena Williams would say yes, but then I asked her, and she was so excited.”

But maybe the most opulent thing about this movie is that it actually contains a whodunit. This time around, Johnson isn’t worried that he will bore the audience if he adds too many motives or clues. He leans into the little finicky details, trusting that, thanks to Knives Out, the audience is predisposed to liking him enough to be patient with him.

We get four main suspects, who echo the victim’s kids from Knives Out, except this time they aren’t compressed into a single “rich greedy people” blob. Getting into the weeds:


	We have Claire and Lionel, who despite not being married, give off the same energy as the real estate daughter and her husband from the first movie. Both sets of characters are the most successful and respectable ones in their circles. Both sets of characters owe the start of their success to a rich guy.

	Birdie and the daughter-in-law would be best friends if they knew each other. Both are flighty and frivolous influencers who hawk shitty wares (sweatpants and makeup respectively). Both are probably into crystals and aligning chakras. Both have daughter-figures much more serious and down-to-earth than them.

	Duke and the unsuccessful son are both weak men who overcompensate for their weakness by getting mixed up in unsavory bullshit (right-wing influencing and borrowing from a loan shark respectively). Both are interested in starting an online media empire.

	They’re not suspects, but Helen and the nurse are both main characters that belong to marginalized groups and are the only nice people in their circles. In a sign of the times, 2019’s Knives Out has an immigrant nurse with an undocumented mother and 2022’s Glass Onion has a brilliant Black woman.



Even though the two sets of characters are similar, the Glass Onion characters have way more depth. We find out classic whodunit information like (1) what they were doing before they met the rich guy at the center of this story, (2) how the rich guy helped them become famous, and (3) why their relationship with the rich guy is currently strained.

This time around, Johnson doesn’t solve the movie in the first act either. Instead, he sets up clues onscreen for the careful watcher to find. To take just one example, one of the questions surrounding the murder is “where did the victim’s cell phone go?” Consider these two screenshots taken about 15 seconds apart:
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First
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Second

In the fifteen seconds between those two screenshots, the guy has pocketed the phone that was on the table. It seems like the kind of continuity error that seems destined to end up in the “Goofs” section on IMDb, but no, it’s a real clue.

There is attention to making the clues realistic too. For example, there is a scene where a silhouetted character shoots another. Johnson shoots the silhouette of the actual character who does the shooting, and then blurs it to keep the audience guessing. This is a marked change from a similar scene in Knives Out, where we are supposed to be seeing the silhouette of the nurse dressed as a man. When Johnson filmed this scene, he realized that the nurse still looked like a small woman despite her getup, and instead of scrapping that scene because the clue didn’t work, he filmed a male stunt double in the getup instead. This time, Johnson doesn’t use movie magic to fudge the clues; we get an honest-to-god fair play mystery that an observant viewer could solve.

Because Knives Out was such a success, Johnson is no longer bound by the need to simplify his plot so he doesn’t lose his audience. Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean he is free of constraints altogether. The other constraint is much trickier to solve: the detective still sucks as a main character. “A movie about a semi-omniscient being who never grows as a character” is just a long-winded way of saying “flop.”

So the detective is still not at the center of this story. The main character this time is a simple Southern woman who wants to catch her sister’s murderer. She makes for a much better main character because she has a compelling and sympathetic motivation, and can grow in response to adversity.

However, for her story arc to make sense and be compelling, she has to be where the action is. To get to where the action is, she has to dress up as her dead sister and go to a private island owned by her dead sister’s nemesis. Oh, also, this island is hosting a bunch of other people who hated her dead sister, one of them to the extent of killing her. Blanc not only allows her to do this, he is the person who suggests this idea to her! This is crazy!

Blanc is supposed to be the last of the gentlemen detectives. Why would a gentleman detective put his client in the middle of this kind of danger? Blanc says it is because he won’t be able to get the necessary information out of people otherwise but… uh, sir, you’re supposed to be a professional. Do your damn job.

Similarly, at the end of the movie, Blanc hands the woman a dangerous explosive, and strongly encourages her to use it. You see, Blanc has found no real proof that the bad man committed a murder, and so, in lieu of turning over the bad man to the police, he encourages the woman to literally blow it all up.

Again, from a storywriting perspective, this makes sense. The woman is the main character. The movie is only fun to watch if she has agency and saves herself. Blanc saving her would be boring, and involve too many words besides. Her saving herself is fun, and she can do it by literally blowing shit up, which looks great onscreen.
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This is the resulting explosion.

But… What kind of a responsible gentleman detective would nudge his client to set off an explosion that big? Keep in mind that the client, and several innocent bystanders, are still in that building that just blew up! Of course movie magic makes sure no one dies, or even gets hurt beyond a singed eyebrow or two, but come on!

For all the realism of the clues and the characters, the climax is ludicrous.

Not to mention, the climax doesn’t end with just that explosion. The Mona Lisa also ends up burning for reasons not worth explaining here except to say, come on!

I’m not a Star Wars fan, so I had no idea why they kept whining about subverting Luke’s character or whatever. However, I am a whodunit fan, and I am not enjoying my unflappable, godlike gentlemen detectives being subverted like this.

My brain understands that the classic detective probably won’t translate well to screen, and because the medium is the message or whatever; instead of a measured speech, an onscreen climax must involve projectile vomit or explosions or some other shit. Fine. I get it. I don’t love it, but I can understand it.

Judgment Day

In Knives Out, the rich victim made his fortune by writing mystery books. He also never allowed his books to be adapted into TV shows or movies. He never says why, but maybe it’s because he, like me, objected to the compromises an onscreen adaptation would need to make to be interesting.

I disliked these compromises a lot more before I wrote this review. Putting words to why these compromises were made has been helpful for accepting, and even appreciating, them.

Unlike a typical review, I haven’t yet talked about whether I like the movies. I do. I think these are fun movies even if they don’t capture what I love about a good whodunit novel.




L'Ambroisie, by Bernard Pacaud

"Whither Tartaria?"

It's the question that's haunted at least a few ACX readers, not to mention its writer. But surely everyone has felt its tug when they glance at the clothes of passersby on the street, the megalithic glass blocks or formless blobs surrounding them, the nonrepresentational public art installations you're too "unrefined" to understand. The unkempt politicians, the hypersexed ads, the 140-word discourse. The myriad books and movies that prioritize everything besides fun, meaning, or beauty. A life full of noise and color and interjection but without underlying order or pleasure.

Perhaps I'm the wrong person to talk about this. Saint-Exupéry's Little Prince encounters a "serious" man who spends all his days counting the stars in the sky he "owns" and flatly declares, "he's not a man at all—he's a mushroom!". I am such a mushroom, in my profession and disposition—and without meaning offense, I suspect many ACX readers may share that. I have no artistic (mis)adventures to call my own besides some anime fanfictions and terrible fanart. There are better reviews of this review's subject, particularly Adam Goldberg's and Vedat Milor's. And yet, my regard for L'Ambroisie is such that, like a love letter unbidden, I'll write it anyway.

I. Introduction

First, a quick preface of fine dining for the unfamiliar. Although it can sometimes be "normal food done really well" (particularly in Japan, which has a rather unique formal ecosystem), in many cases it follows certain conventions: tasting menus, fussy presentation, high price tags. There are varying rating systems such as Michelin stars, the World 50 Best and La Liste lists, online platforms like OAD, and local guides like Tabelog, Gault Millau, and Gambero Rosso. The Michelin star scale ranges from 0 to 3, with even 1 being a high honor and a career achievement.

The following is a quick array of what people "typically" think of as fine dining, sampled from my own travels, as a supplant to years of experience:
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From left to right, top to bottom:


	Langoustine and peas at CORE by Clare Smyth (London, UK), 3 stars

	Mackerel and lemon at the Restaurant de l'Hôtel de Ville Crissier (Geneva region, Switzerland), 3 stars

	Toasted nuts and ras-el-hanout at Noor (Cordoba, Spain), 3 stars

	Foie gras and quince at Per Se (New York, USA), 3 stars

	Caviar, shrimp, rockfish gelée at Le Louis XV (Monaco), 3 stars

	Kamasu (barracuda) sushi at Sushi Ginza Onodera (New York, USA), 2 stars



All of them excellent examples of fine dining to my palate and eye.

Au contraire, a selection of places that did not live up to my standards, despite their high regard and reputations in the culinary and critical worlds:
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From left to right, top to bottom:


	Tuna sashimi with caviar, vegetables, and shoyu at L'Oiseau Blanc (Paris, France), 2 stars

	Smoked salmon and wasabi at Le Pré Catelan (Paris, France), 3 stars

	Salad and champagne jelly at Pavillon Ledoyen (Paris, France), 3 stars

	Beef hump with some jjang-like sauce at Mugaritz (San Sebastian region, Spain), 2 stars

	Squab, cheongju, red onion at Atomix (New York, USA), 2 stars

	Buri (yellowtail) sushi at Harutaka (Tokyo, Japan), 3 stars



The keen eye will notice a few commonalities: too many incoherent components to a dish, a clumsy approach to fusion across cultures, and a lack of meticulousness. A further critique on taste would extend to subpar ingredient sourcing, ineffective light (or absent) saucing, poor (or light, or absent) preparation of proteins (again, inspired by Japan and Scandinavia), and a lack of meticulousness (translating to haphazard presentation). This is not a new opinion, albeit a contrarian one.

It is worth noting many of these are very famous and well-regarded, with higher prices, longer waitlists, and more accolades (such as World 50 Best rankings or critical praise) than some of the restaurants in the former category. Pavillon Ledoyen has the second-farthest-in-advance reservation in Paris. Mugaritz and Atomix are mainstays of the World 50 Best list and cultural icons. L'Oiseau Blanc was elevated from 1 to 2 stars after it changed chefs with the current style. For the prudence of my (or my expense account's) funds I often try to avoid places like these, but the omission speaks with more volume. A quick leafing through the pages of the Michelin stars guide in any city across the world will show most starred restaurants are like this nowadays; it is the default. On balance, with each passing year, more restaurants in the first category close to be replaced by those in the second than the other way around.

Excellence in fine dining is alive and well when sought carefully, as clear from the first category of examples. Unlike architecture or even contemporary art, it is first and foremost a commercial consumer endeavor, and the paying customer base here being much larger makes it that much more difficult to gaslight it. At the same time, chefs are no stranger to trends, often pioneered by competent, creative, iconoclastic chefs who then disseminate them to less capable hands. Picasso was transgressive, but he also knew how to paint and broke convention against a backdrop of those conventions existing at the time. Novelty wears off quickly, as anyone trying to copy a Rothko will soon discover. So it goes with chefs like the Adría brothers (molecular gastronomy, Asian fusion) and René Redzepi (new Scandinavian) and Joel Robuchon (one of the original Frenchmen to do Asian fusion) as they pass on their findings to the industry. Especially when they can be exploited for cost or labor savings. And so goes not just white ironed tablecloths and baroque palatial interiors, but preparation-intensive sauces, eye-pleasing presentations, and time-consuming protein-cooking techniques. Japan's mastery in sourcing, ingredient preparation, and color aesthetics becomes raw "cooking" and careless presentation. Scandinavia's foraged herbs and fermentation become an indiscriminate hammer in search of nail, bland or absent sauces, and more careless presentation. In the mystery of Tartaria, modernity slouches towards minimalism and coldness as much due to cost as trendiness, both fingers of Moloch, and cuisine is no exception. And so suffers taste for the tongue, beauty for the eyes, and ornamentation for both senses.

II. L'Ambroisie

This was all but a hypothesis to me until I went to L'Ambroisie.

L'Ambroisie opened in 1981 under chef Bernard Pacaud and has kept 3 Michelin stars since 1988, the longest extant in Paris.

When he opened it, Mr. Pacaud had intended it as a casual affair, almost a bistro: pot-au-feu weekday specials in the beginning, as he recalls in one interview. Mr. Pacaud himself grew up an orphan, working in the kitchens of La Mère Brazier in Lyon at 15. Madame Brazier was the first chef (not just woman) to win 3 stars for 2 restaurants, a fact sadly erased in most press when Mr. Ducasse repeated the feat 65 years later. She insisted on inspecting the nails of her chickens and nearly resisted a city inspector's demand to connect her restaurant to the electricity and gas mains rather than use wood-fired stoves and ovens. Mr. Pacaud inherited this Luddism, famously having no modern machines in his kitchen besides a blender and a fridge in a manner akin to an edomae sushi chef. The restaurant's age, spirit, and eccentric atavism incubated something extraordinary.

I had eaten many fine meals before L'Ambroisie, and have since. Not to crassly weight critics' awards like so, but this includes 117 Michelin star restaurants, 30 3-star restaurants, and 14 World 50 Best restaurants. And L'Ambroisie is my very favorite among them all. Before going, I had ideas of excellence, yes, but I could never have imagined something better was possible. If ever there were a 4th Michelin star, as flippant as it is to say, L'Ambroisie would be my nomination.

To put this in context, while it is not in want of recognition, it is not a particularly fashionable choice. It is relatively easy to make a reservation, it is not on many of the newfangled award lists, and I was the youngest person in the dining room by many years (or decades) on my visits. It is a divisive restaurant, with many calling it dated or boring, as any look at the reviews will inform.

Michelin is relatively tight lipped on its criteria, so people often ask me for my view on the meanings of the stars. My personal opinion is the first star is for excellence in execution, the second is for establishing a distinct personality, and the third is for bringing something unique into this world ("worth a special journey", in Michelin's own abstract tire-sale-promoting parlance, as opposed to a stop or detour). And I feel it is safe to say nobody else in the entire world does what L'Ambroisie does, at the level it does.

III. Amuse-bouche
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A meal here always begins with a kugelhopf, a sort of bundt-cake-shaped savory bun, proffered directly by the waiter into your hand to dissuade the Instagrammer. On my first visit in the summer of 2022, it was Comté cheese with tomato and olive. On my second in spring of 2025, it was black truffle and cheese. Herein lies the first rule of L'Ambroise: seasonality. So often a cynical excuse by other restaurants to all serve peas in the summer or squash in the autumn in army-like unison, here it is a religion, an excuse for indulgence, a necessity to only serve ingredients at their absolute prime to create the best dishes possible. L'Ambroisie has a few menu seasons throughout the year: the summer, ceps (porcini mushrooms) in the early autumn, white truffles (tuber magnatum) in the late autumn and early winter, Périgord black truffles (tuber melanosporum) in the late winter and early spring, and morel mushrooms in the spring. Yes, there is a strong focus on expensive, luxury fungus in the timing here. Luxury ingredients are not treated with either avoidant shame or obligatory afterthought here like they often are elsewhere.

[image: ][image: ]

[please embed rather than upload: https://i.imgur.com/YJTjLkN.jpeg]

[please embed rather than upload: https://i.imgur.com/9nRb2FW.jpeg]

The amuses on my first visit were more typical, if a little indulgent by other restaurants' standards: comte with pepper, leeks and caviar, and a fennel and currant tart. That indulgence presages the generosity to come later. Working in such a small space, each amuse is stripped down to a few basic components that allows each, particularly the vegetables, to shine with all the expectation of summer. Leeks in particular are a classic French ingredient and the unadorned concept, seasoned with salty caviar, results in a better execution than other interpretations of this dish I've had elsewhere.

The amuse on my second visit is more like a small dish in its own right, something that reminds me of Amador in Vienna (another fine restaurant worth its own review…). It allows a more complete expression of a chef's thought, although obviously more expensive for a restaurant to do, a running theme in this place. Although I’ve been to several of the most highly-regarded restaurants in Italy, this incidental dish is the single best pasta I’ve ever had, which is quite an obscene opinion to have about a French restaurant (my second-favorite pasta dish is also French, the spaghetti gratin at Le Cinq, but that is another blasphemy for another time).

It is a ricotta-stuffed ravioli in a sauce of cheese and lemon, with cut (not shaved) matchsticks of black truffle. The handmade pasta dough is a perfect, chewy al dente. The acidity of the lemon controls the heaviness of the thick cheese sauce. That the sauce is thick and in a quantity to submerge the bottom of the bowl like a small soup is notable unto itself, in an age of light oil- or soy-based sauces. And then the truffles: I have had many other black truffles at other places, and now I wonder if they were all fake. Poor quality or out-of-season ones taste as unpleasant as eating wet dirt, which is why L’Ambroisie refuses to serve them outside their proper time. When high quality they have a pungent, earthy aroma that’s hard to describe, although I will say that fake truffle oil is derived from gasoline (another substance with lots of volatile organic compounds) to give an idea. White truffles have an extra savory garlicky aftertaste, which is part of why I often prefer them, which black truffles mostly lack.

Herein lies another quality of L’Ambroisie: obsessive attention to ingredient quality and selection. There are restaurants dedicated to this, but many of them are located on coasts or countrysides with their own farms and fishermen (or are in Japan, which has the world’s most well developed seafood logistics for obvious reasons, and is entirely a narrow island). L’Ambroisie is mostly unique for achieving these heights in the middle of a city, a landlocked one at that.

I had a wonderful white truffle pasta dish at Piazza Duomo in Alba, original home of the white truffle. I applauded its genius in serving cheese-stuffed ravioli with absolutely no sauce where others might try, knowing it would smother the truffles. L’Ambroisie does not care. Somehow they found black truffles so strong, they could survive the coating of thick cheese sauce and contribute aroma and flavor anyway. The matchstick cutting (as opposed to traditional slices) of the truffles lends an element of texture and thus flavor, crumbling apart in your mouth, while maximizing surface area to propagate aromas.

And we haven’t even started yet.

IV. Appetizers

The first thing one notices about the menu at L’Ambroisie is it is only available in French, and the service will roundly mock you for requesting one in English. The second is that is a la carte only rather than preset tasting menu or at least pre-fixe, the fine dining equivalent in antiquated oddity of showing up to a first date in a powdered wig or dress corset. Mr. Pacaud’s Luddism and his resistance to compromise, his absolute artisan’s resistance to trends or polite cultural correctness, strikes again even before ordering. The service’s imperious suggestions on which courses go, or do not go, together is another manifestation. This sort of inflexibility is more the kind one encounters in Japanese craftsmen than a European restaurant.
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The appetizer on my first visit was a classic of the house: Feuillantine de langoustines aux graines de sésame, sauce au curry. The menus change with the seasons but the langoustines, the caviar sea bass, and the chocolate tart never leave, a compromise between novelty and familiarity for different kinds of regular customers. Some other items rotate but stay the same across years. The menu allows for novel items, but some kinds of perfection require yearslong consistent practice and improvement, or in some cases just cannot be improved from a place of perfection.

The langoustines ruin all other langoustines for me. They are to other 3-star restaurants’ preparations what those are to those of ordinary restaurants. A knife is unnecessary; a fork will do. Crustaceans, chiefly langoustines, impart a subtle sweetness in skilled hands, but here they whisper a new flavor from this quality taken to new heights: a sort of innate milkiness from the juices. They are of unusual, plump size and come in four to other restaurants’ typical one. Even at L’Ambroisie’s rarefied prices I have to wonder if they break even on ingredient costs on this dish, when other places would be happy to charge as much for a single tail. I have had sublime shrimps at other places (Le Petit Nice by Gérald Passedat in Marseille, Sukiyabashi Jiro by Jiro Ono in Tokyo) with the assistance of their guts and brains, but in tail flesh alone L’Ambroisie is unparalleled.

The curry sauce is addictive with a hint of spice. It is unapologetic in its classic thickness and quantity, pooling the entire dish. There is enough to coat every bite and its consistency is capable of coating things at all, both increasingly uncommon traits.

The unassuming element that most impresses me though, is the spinach under the langoustine. It is a revelation, like Christian Le Squer’s spring peas, or Enrico Crippa’s 21, 31, 41, 51 salad, or Fumio Kondo’s tempura onion. As a hater of vegetables and an unfortunate genetic super-taster who detects even slight bitterness in leafy greens as intolerable (even at many elite places) and struggles to eat them to this day, these specimens were cooked in a way that yielded only a creamy flavor, no bitterness. Spinach like this could turn me into Popeye. I often judge the mettle of a top restaurant not by how it prepares my favorites, but by how it prepares my bêtes noires, and in this respect L’Ambroisie was an astounding success from the first bites

On my second visit, I took full advantage of the truffle season to order: Velouté de topinambour en île flottante à la truffe.

An île flottante in its original form is a French dessert of meringue (egg whites and sugar) in a pool of cream or custard, here repurposed as a savory dish of egg in sauce. A playful twist on a French classic. The whole egg itself is immaculately poached, bursting with runny yolk upon cutting. Yet herein lies a mystery: a layered coating of truffle purée on the inside of the egg white. How did it end up there? For a kitchen with no machines and rooted only in traditional techniques, I had more fun pondering this than some of the stale “surprises” issued forth by ones specializing in molecular gastronomy and avant-garde cuisine. A restaurant that chooses to stay faithful to the past need not be stuck in it and sometimes offers more intellectual content than those that try to manufacture it via novelty. Sometimes the “new” can come from just flavors and cooking techniques, rather than chemistry, cultural fusions, or weird ingredients. It may be the world’s most inflated egg price, but I’ll gladly pay for the labor and the inspiration.

The truffles, here sliced but thickly, again ignore the usual downfall of getting drowned in sauce via their sheer strength and quantity, acting not as garnish but co-ingredient.

The velouté of Jerusalem artichoke, while perfect as accompanying sauce, is almost better enjoyed as a milky soup when left over in such quantity after the eggs and truffles are consumed, especially with traces of both (particularly yolk). Here one should note that velouté is one of the six mother sauces of French cuisine (béchamel, espagnole, tomato, velouté, hollandaise, mayonnaise) codified by French cuisine pioneer Escoffier in the early 1900s, many of them prepared with fats or butters. Velouté in particular uses the thickener roux, made of flour and fat. Other classic French sauces use bases of creams, butters, and wines. While these are still in use, many places have either forsaken or lightened these sauces, or reduced the quantity given, primarily due to the preponderance of trendy Japanese and Scandinavian influences, but also for health reasons as people have shied away from animal fats. Another reason is that these sauces are quite difficult and time-consuming to make, often requiring many hours of prep. L’Ambroisie’s dedication to these delicious old-fashioned sauces despite all the factors otherwise is one of their unique assets.

V. Mains

[image: ]

[please embed rather than upload: https://i.imgur.com/4qGzxkA.jpeg]

My main on my first visit was another classic of the house: Escalopines de bar à l’émince d’artichaut, caviar kristal. It is of course a royal dish when it arrives at your table. It cured my caviar cravings for at least 1-2 years, by my estimation, and may very well be more than many people eat in their whole lifetimes.

I admit I did not understand this dish at first, but thankfully I was given the opportunity to arrive at it due to the large, a la carte portion. One must dispense with their usual timidity with caviar and heap it on the spoon. Here it is not a garnish, but an ingredient of the dish. Salt is for commoners when one can season with caviar. Consumed in the proper quantity in each bite, one realizes this is a simulacrum of the sea bass swimming in seawater, enveloped by gentle, nutty saltiness. It is a unique sensation of caviar I have not experienced anywhere else in the world, powered by the sheer indulgence of it.

Every other element of the dish deserves note. The seabass is cooked in a way I cannot figure out to have the firmness and juiciness of chicken, when bad seabass can so often be flaky and dry. The artichoke is savory, almost reminiscent of bread except in texture, another stellar example of care for vegetables. The nage sauce (meaning “in the swim”, poached with the seafood, fittingly enough for the impression of the dish) is made with white wine and again shamelessly thickened with butter. This sauce is another proud celebration of classic French technique and ingredients. And most importantly, as hinted above, each and every element combines its different notes of savory into one harmony.

There is one more surprise as you work your way through the seabass fillets: more caviar buried underneath, hidden within the ring of artichokes, to continue proper enjoyment of the dish. Money is not a priority for Mr. Pacaud, and while he puts great care into the presentation of his dishes, it is not the priority for him either. He is a true artist. His only aim is to give you the best meal he can, which happens to be the best meal in the world. It is the twilight-blue painted ceiling of the Scrovegni chapel or the gilding of the Basilica di San Marco. This spirit of generosity, of auteurism, of unbounded desire for excellence, permeates the restaurant and everything that comes out of its kitchen.
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My main dish on my second visit, though following a tough act, managed to outdo the first in outrageous luxury: Chausson de truffe fraîche “bel humeur” en hommage à Claude Peyrot.

For months in anticipation, I jokingly referred to it as the “Oreo”, although really it more visually resembles a fried Oreo at a county fair like I visited in my childhood. Two solid chunks of black truffle sandwiching a layer of foie gras, all baked into a puff pastry, sitting on top of a layer of truffle purée. I believe it is the most expensive item on any of L’Ambroisie’s menus. The waiter kindly informed me upon arrival that there were only two available on the day of visit, and beforehand had warned over the phone that availability would depend on the quality and size of the truffles brought in that day. Not a problem though - I had prereserved one months in advance.

I once read of the Jewish concept of Yeridot ha-Dorot: the decay of the generations, as we successively drift away from the original light of God. Tolkien’s legendarium takes a similar view on the declining power of the elves and lifespans of the men of Númenor. This cynical view applied to the culinary arts gained some credence with me after this dish. Notice the humility of master chef Pacaud in sharing the credit for this dish with his mentor Claude Peyrot. Mr. Pacaud labored on this dish starting in his time working at Le Vivarois in Paris under Peyrot over forty years ago and continues to this day. It is a lamp flung by ghosts from the far past into today, predating globalization and social media and young people no longer familiar with home cooking or traditional cuisine. Skills and cuisine can only be transmitted from person to person, generation to generation, and this dish (along with Mère Brazier’s truffle chicken, which being for two people I was regrettably too full to also order) is one of the oldest authentic messages in food form you can consume today. Its greatness is a product of its direct connection to the past and maybe in some sense it never gets better than this. Others talk a lot about old craft skills lost to technology, particularly with AI deskilling looming, and one wonders what metis will be irrecoverably lost once this one-in-a-billion Luddite with an outdated kitchen passes on.

As for the dish itself, the description is quite simple: it is waterboarding with truffle, like a BDSM Guantanamo for the 1%. The aroma of truffle is so overwhelming it clogs your nostrils and the back of your throat and almost stops you from breathing. Between the absurd quality and quantity of truffle, it feels like eating a dangerous lump of something chemical. I expected an unusual amount of truffle but nothing could prepare me for this dish once I cut open the pastry. The texture, unlike the crumbliness of truffle I expected, was more like the firmness of a cooked mushroom, and the quantity was such that it contributed flavor (a slight final taste of completely unsweet/bitter dark chocolate) in addition to aroma. Not cooking truffle is a cardinal rule of truffles, but Mr. Pacaud does not care because he stands above such rules. That it does not lose aroma, but rather bottles it up in the baked pastry to pleasantly obnoxious levels, is an impressive technical achievement and attention to detail that could have been only perfected over the course of years, maybe decades. The hot fatty oiliness of the foie gras and the buttery pastry add pleasant complementary sensations, but admittedly these are almost footnotes in the dish.

VI. Desserts
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At other restaurants, the decline or removal of pastry chefs and concomitant loss of great desserts is yet another concession to capitalist reality. L’Ambroisie’s dessert menu at first glance looks like another victim, with its deceptively simple and staunchly traditional desserts. Take for example its Tarte fine sablée au cacao amer, glace à la vanille Bourbon, possibly the stupidest-looking dessert ever at a 3-star restaurant. A slice of chocolate cake with vanilla ice cream, seriously? The kind you’d find at Applebee’s or Red Lobster?

L’Ambroisie may not be my literal favorite dessert section in the world, just because Jordi Roca at El Celler de Can Roca in Girona, Spain is such a madman. But it is one of my favorites, and that deceiving chocolate tart deserves all of its 3 stars.

The top is dusted with chocolate, the bottom a thick crust. But the middle, an ethereal chocolate sabayon, is so light as to be made of air. It has none of the density and little of the moisture of a normal cake. It compacts into nothing as you chew. It is neither cloyingly sweet nor plainly bitter, as perfectly calibrated as chocolate can be. The accompanying vanilla ice cream has such a deep vanilla flavor it feels like a platonic ideal, unmatched anywhere else. Much like the egg, this dish goes to show that with a little bit of inspiration in the idea and a lot of perspiration in the execution, the most mundane premise can be elevated to not just greatness, but even distinctiveness.

I am not a cheese expert, deferring to the affineur for his recommendations, but the cheese selection here is probably the finest I've ever had. I still chase after the choice of comté cheese, continuing the theme of the kitchen's discerning eye for ingredients.
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The meal ends similar to how it began, with a small selection of petit fours. On my first visit it was a selection of treats (canele, caramelized sugar and vanilla, and strawberry tart), on my second, a bowl of citrusy madeleines. Mr. Pacaud's daughter having taken over the pastry section on my second visit, it seems she has taken it in an even more traditional direction, one which I approve of and indicates it's in good hands (as opposed to his wayward son, who has opened and closed many other restaurant ventures and whom his own father deemed more of a businessman than an artist).

VII. Other Comments

The service here has quite a formidable - as in, unfriendly - reputation, although I've had nothing but positive experiences. Perhaps it depends on votre capacité à parler, ou au moins à lire, le français, or which wine you order. On my second visit their gregariousness even made me feel like an invited guest at a particularly wealthy friend's house party, laughing and participating in antics and jokes.

It helps that the restaurant is richly decorated, consistent with its spirit. There are white tablecloths and chandeliers. An Aubusson tapestry presides over the room. Though Alexander the Great's conquest of the Persians, beheaded humans and maimed horses and all, might seem an odd choice for a dinner backdrop, it's pleasing to the eye and yet another celebration of aesthetic beauty and human accomplishment. In the context of deracinated plain white or "Japandi" (Japanese+Scandinavian minimalist design) or exposed brick dining rooms that could be anywhere in the world and so common these days, it may even have an air of defiance. Though the space is more intimate, for me it compares with some of my grandest Parisian palaces Le Cinq or Le Pré Catelan, or even more opulent options like that of Le Louis XV in Monaco, or the 14th-century Genoan palazzo with original Renaissance frescoes by Bernardo Strozzi that hosts The Cook al Cavo. Unfortunately dining rooms like this seem on the downswing, even when people clearly prefer them, as in all other arts and spaces. The sad modernist renovation of Espadon at the Ritz Paris is a testament to that; best enjoy them while you can. Even L'Ambroisie itself has sold the tapestries in some of its other rooms, the ones that played backdrop to summits with Obama and Clinton, and replaced them with gaudy geometric patterns in a concession to modernity for reasons unknown to me, although they have thankfully preserved the first room.

The perfect execution of cooked proteins, meticulous discrimination of ingredients, and beautiful radial plating are the text, uncommon enough in other restaurants for reasons of skill or choice. The deliberately rich and thick, "outdated", absolutely delicious sauces are the subtext. That Mr. Pacaud still uses butter and cream and fat and wine and the true spirit of France when many others at his level eschew or reduce them for the sake of fashion or health, shows a cantankerous commitment to the diner's pure joy and nothing else. He is the brave soul who tells the world it's wrong, and in my view, he is right.

VIII. The Future

Mr. Pacaud is retiring: the last I spoke with him, in July of this year. What happens when this last of the Mohicans hangs his apron?

Preferences can be gaslit, mimetic, or falsified, but they cannot be eradicated. Plenitude in Paris, the latest restaurant by Arnaud Donckele of La Vague d'Or in St Tropez, has as its conceit a central focus on complex yet classically based sauces, and the longest waitlist in Paris by far. A personally funded project of the CEO of LVMH, it perhaps shines a light on a path for other very rich individuals who bemoan the current state of art and wish to reassert taste: the ancient model of patronage (and hopefully done better than other attempts). Juan Amador at Amador in Vienna once dabbled in molecular gastronomy in his youth before coming to the same realization and retracing back to the fundamentals of cuisine, including real sauces, to amazing results. Armenian immigrant Karen Torosyan has set up shop at Bozar in Brussels, resurrecting the art of pastry pates and pithiviers with a historical reenactor's passion, and gaining recognition for it.

If all goes to plan Mr. Pacaud's successor will be his longtime sous chef, the Japanese Chikara Yoshitomi. Though I love Japanese cuisine and rank it among the best in the world, I've spent a good deal of time here bashing its malign influence and clumsy fusion with European cuisines. So it is perhaps surprising that I find this development unsurprising and perhaps not unwelcome. Mr. Pacaud reminds me more of sushi chef Jiro Ono than any Frenchman, the latter a 99-year-old famous for his clinging to komezu vinegar and fax machine reservations long after the world abandoned both. A prior attempt to hand L'Ambroisie off to a Frenchman imploded when the latter refused to stoop to helping clean the kitchen as head chef, in Pacaud's words - unusual in a French brigade, where the head chef often isn't even present, but par for the course in a sushi-ya.

The Japanese seem to love French cuisine more than the French do: a quick search for baked pithiviers of the kind I ate here more readily yields places in Tokyo (Ginza Oishi, Chez Inno, Sezanne, etc.) than in Europe, and several of Pacaud's former employees have opened in the city (Cote d'Or, Est). L'Ambroisie itself, famously publicity-shy, featured in a Japanese drama named "La Grande Maison Tokyo". I laughed once when, sitting at an anime cafe festooned with Love Live characters on all the walls, I suddenly thought of the Aubusson tapestry and the Genoan Strozzi frescoes. Stationed in a completely different time period and aimed at a completely different audience, nay, socioeconomic class, nevertheless the essence of that irrepressible, unembarrassed urge to express beauty for its own sake and bring visual joy to people was there.

Not to labor the point, but I also see hope in Italy's fine dining scene, their regard for pasta like the Japanese regard for sushi. Tartaria disappears in all countries (as a quick glance at endless concrete box sprawl on your next trip to Japan will suffice to say), but at different rates in different places. Some people would do well to remember that cultures are worth preserving, that tradition does not mean staleness and novelty does not mean progress. Others should remember that a certain openness to talent and consumption is sometimes needed to preserve those parochial cultures, rather than destroying them - sometimes the cosplaying tourists and the starry-eyed newcomers are more enamored of it than the jaded locals.

The goddess of cancer destroys Tartaria and consumes everything. Where might the goddess of everything else eat? Perhaps at a place whose name means "food for the gods".




Lesbian Fanfiction

An introduction to fandom culture through the lens of lesbian shipping

Introduction

Human culture is nested fractally. There is no bottom. - XKCD

Since we’re doing reviews of things that aren’t books, I’m going to review a human subculture: Lesbian Fanfiction.

Actually, if I’m being truly specific, I’m going to review:

Fiction

Fanfiction

Lesbian Fanfiction

Lesbian Fanfiction hosted on Archive of our Own

A Fraction of the Lesbian Fanfiction hosted on Archive of our Own, including some of the most popular.

A Fraction of the Lesbian Fanfiction hosted on Archive of our Own, including some of the most popular, that I’ve read. <- This

Let’s get something out of the way immediately: I’m not a lesbian. I’m a male-identified more-or-less straight person. So my review of Lesbian fanfiction is necessarily going to be the view of an outsider. That being said, I’ve read a shitload of it, it’s arguably my favorite genre, and I think I have some interesting things to say. Besides, it’s fun to dive headfirst into a subculture you’ve never heard of and look at all the wacky jargon they come up with.

Other warnings: this dives into certain aspects of sexuality, so while there are no NSFW images, the content is briefly R-rated. There are also plenty of spoilers for various shows and books.

Shipping Subculture Basics

First we’ll need to do a brief overview of shipping subculture, because there’s some vocabulary and because Lesbian Fanfiction is a subset of the Shipping Subculture. A lot of my examples will be pulled from Harry Potter, because it’s one of the biggest fanfiction communities and because many people are familiar with the characters and setting.

A ‘Ship’, short for ‘relationship’, is a pairing, usually (but not necessarily) of two characters. A ‘Shipper’ is someone who is emotionally invested in the relationship between those two characters and its success. A shipper ‘ships’ (as a verb) those two characters. Relationships between characters are often expressed as <name>/<name>, with the forward slash indicating a romantic relationship. Certain ships possess a ship name; some ships possess multiple names, and then the shippers disagree over the ship name, and another argument is born on the internet.

A ship can be canonical (the relationship happens explicitly in the source material) or noncanonical (the relationship doesn’t explicitly happen in the source material, although it might be hinted at or ‘teased’). This is referred to as a ‘canon’ ship or a ‘noncanon’ ship. Ships can be between any number of characters of any combination of gender identities.

[image: Two boats preparing to fire cannons at one another, with the 'ship' names labeling them.]

The characters of Avatar: The Last Airbender engage in fierce debate over whether or not Kutara should have ended up with Aang or Zuko.

As an example of all this, I am a shipper who ships the Harry Potter/Hermione Granger ship, also known as the Harmony ship. This would be an example of a noncanon het (straight) ship. This means that I think they should have been the primary pairing of the Harry Potter novels, and when I read Harry Potter fanfiction, I tend to gravitate towards stories explicitly advertised as having the two in a romantic relationship.

Other Vocabulary


	
OTP: Shippers will usually have an ‘OTP’, or ‘One True Pair’, the ship they hold dearest in their heart. If three people are involved in the ship, this is replaced with ‘OT3’.



	
AU: Alternate Universe. This is when a fanfic transports the characters from their original setting into an alternate one.


	There’s minor AU, where a few elements are changed from the original setting but the rest is kept intact (imagine if Harry Potter had been raised by Dumbledore instead of the Dursleys!), and

	Major AU, where the setting is completely different (what if the Justice League were all ordinary teenagers attending high school together!)





	
AO3: Archive Of Our Own, one of the biggest (and best organized) repositories of fanworks on the internet.



	
Fic: A work of fanfiction, which is a work of fiction using an established world that someone else wrote.





Popular Ships (And My Favorites)

Given that most fiction is heteronormative (not saying this is good or bad, just true), the majority of lesbian fanfiction centers around noncanon pairings. Without going too in-depth, I’m going to list some of my favorite pairings, whether they’re canonical or not, and a brief blurb about them along with a recommended fic (warning: read the tags on the fics; some of them are very R-rated). You can skim this if you want.


	Wenclair, NonCanon: Wednesday Addams and Enid Sinclair from the Netflix show Wednesday. They’re roommates who learn to get along, and Enid appears to be the only person Wednesday accepts physical and emotional intimacy from who isn’t trying to kill her. Recommended fic: In the Heat of the Moment

	SwanQueen, NonCanon: Emma Swan and Regina Mills from the ABC show Once Upon A Time about Disney characters in real life. The two of them literally co-parent a child, and the men they’re paired off with are male versions of each other. Recommended fic: every winter fades away (into the spring)

	SuperCorp, NonCanon: Kara Danvers (Supergirl) and Lena Luthor from the CW show Supergirl. The two have a very close friendship, a perfect Romeo-and-Juliet backstory (their families are enemies), and are intensely emotionally intimate. Recommended fic: reflecting in your eyes (like an endless summer)

	Kigo, NonCanon: Kim Possible and Shego from the Disney Channel show Kim Possible. They have an ‘experienced older person/younger person’ dynamic along with ‘enemies to lovers’, and Shego regularly calls Kim ‘Princess’, ‘Cupcake’, and other terms of endearment. Recommended fic: Alone Together

	Clexa, Canon: Clarke Griffin and Lexa from The 100. They do kiss, but Lexa is killed pretty early on (a classic case of ‘Bury Your Gays’, the trope where, like black people in horror movies, gay characters are killed off at suspiciously high rates). Recommended fic: The Lay of Looking-Glass Land



Tropes of the Genre

Lesbian fanfiction, and fanfiction in general, has its share of common tropes.

Common Fanfic Tropes

Enemies to Lovers, where the two characters in the ship start out as enemies and grow closer over time, is very popular. I tend to find it most often when the characters are actually enemies in the canon they come from: Rachel Berry and Quinn Fabray from Glee, Regina Mills and Emma Swan from Once Upon A Time, etc.

For some reason people love coffee shop AUs, where the characters are transplanted into baristas and customers, and high school AUs, where all the characters attend a normal American high school.

Then there’s 5+1, where a fic will be structured as a series of six scenes, five where the scene plays out one way and one where it plays out differently, e.g. “Five times Harry and Hermione almost kissed and one time they did.” I don’t know how or why this became popular, but I suspect it has something to do with listicles.

Some other general tropes: the infamous There Was Only One Bed, wherein the two characters are stuck in a situation where, you guessed it, they need to sleep and must sleep in the same bed. This trope is old as dirt - it was lampooned on 30 Rock - but it’s still quite popular as a way to force physical intimacy. There’s also a plethora of soulmate-based tropes that crop up from time to time.

Lesbian/LGBT-Specific Fanfiction Tropes

Lesbian fanfic in particular has a few tropes that are less well represented in het fics, usually for obvious reasons.

Comphet is a common trope - one or both of the characters involved never realized that they could view women sexually until the other character ‘awakened’ them. This tends to come into play when characters are from a more traditional or conservative background, like Quinn Fabray in Glee (when paired with Santana or, my preference, Rachel Berry) or Alicent Hightower (when paired with Rhaenyra Targaryen) in House of the Dragon.

Gay panic is another, related, trope that pops up a lot; I tend to view this as authors processing their own experiences through their writing. There’s also a wealth of fics that deal specifically with discrimination in regards to gay or lesbian pairings.

And They Were Roommates is a popular trope, especially given that historically, many lesbians have been referred to as ‘roommates’ when in reality they were romantically together (and had to conceal that fact).

One of my favorite tropes is Sun Lesbian, Moon Lesbian, where the pairing is between two girls with opposing personalities that nonetheless mesh: one is cheerful, bright, and outgoing, while the other is quiet, brooding, and quirky. Their aesthetics will reflect this, with the sun lesbian dressing in bright colors and the moon lesbian in dark colors. The best canon pairing of this nature I know of is RWBY’s Yang Xiao Long and Blake Belladonna:

[image: ]

Yang on the left, Blake on the right. Guess which one’s the sun and which is the moon.

And my favorite noncanon pairing of this nature is Wednesday Addams and Enid Sinclair:
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AND THEY WERE ROOMMATES.

Sexuality in Lesbian Fanfiction

There’s a lot of smut. Just so, so much of it. But it’s almost always passionate and emotional, not exploitative or crude. It’s in character. It develops plot. I don’t think there’s necessarily more sex in lesbian fanfiction than there is in gay or straight fanfiction, but I do think that the focus on the emotional aspects comes through clearer.

In fanfic of The 100 pairing Lexa and Clarke Griffon, for instance, the sex is almost always laden with emotion. There’s hate sex revolving around Lexa’s betrayal of Clarke, life-affirming sex in fanfics where (spoilers) Lexa survives, and gentle, caring sex where the emotional weight of the two women’s in-story burdens are explored.

Something that interests me greatly is that there is very often - far more than chance, I would argue - a dominant/submissive dynamic, and the dominant partner usually corresponds to which character is represented as the more ‘masculine’ of the two. Between Lexa and Clarke, for instance, Lexa is usually dominant in the bedroom in most fics, and she’s a trained soldier and commander in the show - a traditionally masculine role. If you look at how she dresses:
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Not exactly traditional feminine wear.

It’s also quite masculine.

Wednesday and Enid from the Netflix show Wednesday also tend to exhibit strong D/S dynamics, although Enid is canonically a werewolf, which introduces a whole world of weirdness.

Look, fanfiction is weird about wolves, okay?

There’s a common fanfic trope referred to as ABO, or Alpha, Beta, Omega, which introduces a secondary set of sexual characteristics and dimorphism to humanity. It originated in the Supernatural fandom as a way to pair two men together such that they could have children, as Omegas of either gender are capable of conceiving. The use of Alpha, Beta, and Omega come from a study about the behavior of wolves in captivity, and its use in fanfiction is a whole other topic that essays, video essays, and even court cases have dealt with. That being said, it’s a small but meaningful subset of lesbian fanfiction and almost always contains a great deal of sex.

Fanfiction Quality

Sturgeon’s Law and Large Numbers

Fanfiction obeys Sturgeon’s Law: 90% of everything is crap.

While there’s still a great deal of poorly-written and nonsensical lesbian fanfic, the top 20% of fics are every bit as well-written (is not as well-edited) as the average novel, and the top 1% are as good as any writing you’ll find elsewhere. While that might not sound like a good ratio, remember that a popular fandom will have thousands of fics.

As an example, let’s look at the Once Upon A Time fandom. On Archive of Our Own, there are (as of time of writing) 58,911 fics in the fandom. 16,904 of those are tagged with the SwanQueen pairing (‘Evil Queen | Regina Mills/Emma Swan’), or a little over a quarter. It’s the most popular pairing in the fandom. Even if we’re only looking at the best 1% of those fics (I usually try to find these by sorting on ‘Kudos’, a sort of upvote system that AO3 uses), that’s almost 170 fics that are as well-written as any professionally published book containing my preferred pairing. While the length of these fics may vary from short story to doorstopper, it’s basically a guarantee that I can find a few novels’ worth of writing for any pairing I prefer.

Speculations on Why Lesbian Fanfic Is Better Written

This is pure speculation on my part - I’m not even sure how you’d get the data to prove this one way or another - but in my experience reading both male/female and female/female fics, the female/female ones tend to be better written. I’ve got two theories:


Notes


[1]

Het writers have a bigger paying audience. If someone wants to write books with male/female relationships, they can attempt to write and publish their own original stories in the market, thus that’s what they do. Writers who want to focus on female/female stories have a much smaller potential audience and paying market, and thus aren’t as rewarded for publishing original work. Hence the distribution of talent favors lesbian fanfic writers because there’s less of a demand for the professional version of their work.



[2]

Something I’ve found generally true in the LGBT spaces I’ve interacted with is that, because the people in them deviate from societal norms, they have to think more critically about the nature of their relationships. In a male/female relationship, there’s a preexisting roadmap in each culture for how the relationship is supposed to work. In American culture, for instance, men usually instigate and women are supposed to be more receptive. Men are supposed to be more physically able and women are supposed to do more of the emotional labor. (I want to be clear that I’m being descriptive, not normative.) When two women or two men pair up, however, they don’t have that cultural script to follow, so they have to pay attention and make it up as they go along. I think this leads to deeper writing as authors are forced to engage with human relationships without being able to fall back on old patterns.

Life of a Pairing

How does a pairing start? Or, to use the correct vernacular, how is a ship launched?

Usually a pairing will begin with a spark in the canon. There will be a scene in the book or show or movie where the characters meet, and a shipper will interpret it as sexually-charged. This is a common beginning for lesbian ships when a scene_would_ be sexually charged if it were taking place between a man and a woman, but since it’s two women the source material doesn’t interpret it that way. A good example might be from Buffy the Vampire Slayer. One of the early scenes between Faith and Buffy feature this:
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Faith is drawing a heart in her misted breath and looking at Buffy. Definitely something straight people do for their gal-pals.

If this scene happened between a man and a woman, it would clearly be indicative of romantic or sexual subtext, although the show didn’t explore that subtext between Faith and Buffy themselves.

A few short fics of the pairing might appear as someone explores the idea, a small community sprouting up centered around the pairing of the characters. The watershed moment comes when someone writes the “canonical” or “best” fanfic of that pairing, which is then called the <shipname>-bible. The characterizations established in the ship bible then go on to influence the rest of the shipping fandom.

I saw this process happen in real time for the Lightcannon pairing, which ships the two League of Legends characters Jinx and Luxanna Crownguard. The pairing was born from a single frame of a launch trailer for a mobile game:
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Lux on the left, Jinx on the right. And yes, this is all it takes to get a shipper going.

There were a few fics that sprouted up here and there, until the Lightcanon bible emerged: Flashbangs and Frag Grenades, by Calchexxis, a half-million word series of short stories and novels covering the two of them meeting, falling in love, and going to war together. The author established a clear characterization for the two of them, drawing on Netflix’s Arcane for Jinx’s characterization but (as far as I can tell) inventing Lux’s almost single-handedly as someone who’s even more insane than Jinx but hides it better. I watched as other authors began to use the two tags (that I think Calchexxis created) ‘Jinx is Crazy’ and ‘Lux is Crazier’, the ideas spreading throughout the fandom rapidly as the popularity of that incarnation of the characters and their relationship grew.

Once a ship has a bible, future works usually incorporate and spread those ideas, the ship proliferating as more fics are written about it.

Queerbaiting

What It Is

In the age of social media, especially the 2010s, the LGBTQ+ community had a lot of power to make a topic - or a tv show - trend. This (along with a desire to be seen a progressive or ‘woke’ when the ideology is ascendant) gives companies an incentive to court that demographic. That being said, while the LGBTQ+ community is very loud online, it isn’t big enough to support large-budget projects through audience viewership. Additionally, featuring a queer relationship creates problems for shows in other countries; the more central the queer relationship is to a show, the less able the producer is able to create a version with said relationship edited out. So a company, say…Disney, has an incentive to court the LGBTQ+ community without actually featuring main-character queer relationships.

These competing incentives drive the phenomenon known as queerbaiting, where a queer relationship is teased but never actually delivered upon. Now, sometimes shippers are just gonna ship and there’s not a whole lot the writers or showrunners can do. That happens. But there are egregious cases of queerbaiting, and they’re usually identifiable by asking oneself: if I flipped the gender of one of the two characters in the queerbaited ship, would the story, scenes together, and dialogue normally have romantic or sexual overtones? Would the story naturally feature a romance between these two characters, except that they happen to be the same gender?

A good example of queerbaiting comes from the movie Pitch Perfect, where Beca Mitchell and Chloe Beale are the most popular lesbian ship. While not their first meeting, at one point Chloe ambushes Beca in the shower, naked, in order to recruit her for an acapella group. The scene - and Beca and Chloe’s relationship - is so sexually charged that they literally admit it in the sequel, with Chloe telling Beca that she regrets not ‘experimenting more’ in college.
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Actresses Brittany Snow (Chloe Beale) and Anna Kendrick (Beca Mitchel) not playing it straight.

The most egregious example of queerbaiting I’m aware of, however, comes from Once Upon A Time (OUaT), an ABC show where Disney characters are living in a modern-day town in Maine. Emma Swan, daughter of Prince Charming and Snow White, arrives in town at the behest of her son, who she gave up to adoption…whose adopted mother is Regina Mills, the Evil Queen. The SwanQueen ship arose from the chemistry between the two leading ladies, who go from immediate enemies to intimate friends all while raising a child together. If you want to know more, here’s theshipping wiki link for the pairing, and a history of femslash article that explicitly called out the showrunners for Queerbaiting.
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Friends hold their friends’ faces tenderly in their hands, right?

Then there’s the pattern where gay characters get killed off at much higher rates than than straight characters, leading to theBury Your Gays trope, which can function as another way for showrunners to seem supportive without ever having to feature longrunning lesbian or gay relationships. Notable examples include Lexa from The 100 and Tara from Buffy The Vampire Slayer.

Effect On Fanfiction

Some lesbian fanfiction extends canon relationships, like fics about Korra and Asami Sato from Avatar: The Legend of Korra, but I’ve found that most fics tend to be about noncanon pairings, like SwanQueen. Fics featuring canon relationships are like any other fanfiction - they explore different ways things could happen or different settings, deepening characterization as they go. There’s an element of peace to them, a sense of “we love the original work and we’re just adding to it.”

Fanfics featuring noncanon pairings, in contrast, often take on the tone of correcting a mistake. There’s a bitterness there, a response to an inherent injustice. The writers feel wronged by the canon, and they’re writing like they’ve got something to prove. The sense I get from reading noncanon pairings is usually “the original work created a good setting and characters, except that it completely screwed the pooch with its pairings and I won’t stand for that for one second longer.”

Bashing, a term for when a fanfic author dislikes a character and uses their fanfic to make fun of or otherwise highlight the flaws in that character, appears much more often in fics featuring noncanon pairings, which often bash the women’s canon partners.

What If?

Fanfiction in general asks: what if? What if things went differently in a given story? How many ways could these characters in this setting have turned out? Shipping is a part of that, but only a part.

When you think about it, fanfiction is a depth-first search of the possibility-space of a given fictional world. It explores different permutations of plot, setting, and character within a single framework, allowing authors and readers to stay within the world (and with the characters) they love while keeping things fresh and interesting. Skilled fanfiction authors permute settings and plots while keeping characters true to their characterization in the new context they’ve created. What would Harry Potter have been like, if Harry had been raised by his parents instead of the Dursleys, and Neville was The Boy Who Lived? How would Game of Thrones have ended, if the characters hadn’t all become morons after season 4?

Every book, TV show, or movie can only really chronicle a single storyline, one way in which the characters made choices and events played out. Fanfiction allows other authors to crowdsource additional background, continuations, and alternate choices in a way that gives a fictional world a true depth to it that only lore-dense canons can really match.

Fanfiction also allows amateur authors an opportunity to play within established universes, altering characters to better represent themselves and their own lives. The animated show RWBY, for instance, involves a racial dynamic between normal humans and people with animal traits called faunus, but the racial undertones are explored far more thoroughly in fanfiction than they ever were in the show’s canon, where it lives as a vague allusion but little else. Fanfiction allows people to create adult takes on children’s shows, queer takes on shows with only heterosexual relationships, and rational takes on stories that make no sense.

Why Read Fanfiction?

Why read fanfiction?

There are a couple of different reasons I read fanfiction. For one it’s free to read, and when you read as much as I do that’s not insignificant.

There’s also a sense of comfort and familiarity involved. I started reading fanfic in college while depressed, and it felt good and safe to spend time in a setting I already knew about with characters I already loved. When picking up a new book, there’s always a period of friction while getting to know new characters and a new world, and fanfiction allowed me to skip this entirely.

When you read a work of fanfiction, you don’t have to waste time learning how a new magic system works or why faster-than-light travel is possible in this particular setting. You can skip all that and get straight to the fun parts: plot, shipping, smut, whatever floats your boat.

Perhaps the single biggest reason I read fanfiction is this: I love my favorite stories and characters, and I want to spend more time with them. I think every reader has had the experience of finishing a book or series and feeling a sense of mourning, a sense of having to say goodbye to people that you’ve spent a great deal of time with and grown to care for. With fanfic, you don’t have to say goodbye - there are always more adventures right around the corner.






Love

I am going through a bit of a crisis and I don’t have anyone to talk to about it. I originally met a girl in the summer of 2021 who was visiting my city for two months. The first date was inexplicably good, and the next two built on top of it. We had such an extraordinary connection, not just in the content of what we talked about, but the ease we had in sharing with each other. We talked about worldly things with great passion and very personal things with great tenderness. We both seemed to have a bottomless desire simply to know the other person as well and truly as possible. I had been in love before and I was familiar with the feelings of infatuation and euphoria that come with it, but this time there seemed to be, objectively, such strong substance supporting the feelings that it would be simply bullheaded to not let myself enjoy the experience of finding someone that I was waiting for my whole life.

The first time I had feelings that I called “love” for a girl, I was five. I was in kindergarten. At the end of the school day, having put our backpacks on, we waited for the final bell to sound. I imagined going up to her and professing that I loved her, knowing that I would then have to kill myself to avoid the deluge of vulnerability and shame that would overwhelm me after doing so. For the next two decades of my life, I would daydream about meeting someone who I not only felt such strong feelings for, but who I would feel safe enough with conveying them to and even owning them to myself. For every girl in school who I had a crush on, despite there being a good chance that they reciprocated my feelings, I was too uncomfortable admitting my feelings to myself to act. It just felt impossibly sensitive to admit to feeling this way about someone, even to a friend or family member.

In 2018, for the first time, I had had enough. I developed an infatuation with a coworker. We became incredibly intimate friends, but she was much older, and considered our age difference a nonstarter. I was twenty-three, and she was looking for a husband. I hadn’t even had my wild twenties yet, or knew who I was, she said. I was hurt, and I thought she was wrong, that we were right for each other and that our feelings could overcome these circumstances. But, after a few months of her not budging, I accepted reality and moved on. I had to reluctantly end our friendship so that I could move on romantically. At this point, this was the deepest love I had ever felt. This relationship had a level of intimacy that I had never experienced before in my life. I opened up with her about things I’ve never opened up with anyone before or since. Still, I was able to march forward. She had chosen to not pursue me and that, to me, was proof enough that we truly weren’t meant to be together. The person for me would recognize that I was the person for them. I felt this deeply and sincerely, which allowed me to move on decisively.

Romance, or the lack of it, made me feel like I was stranded on a beach, with love being the ships that would occasionally appear and always pass me by. Every day, as long as I can remember, I have dreamed with all my might that one day a ship would appear on the horizon and that it wouldn’t just sail by, but would turn and come to shore on my beach and that it’d take me off to whatever wonderful world it came from. No matter how hard I wished for it, it never came to be. Day after day, it was just me on that beach.

Jaded from my unfulfilling experiences, I generally moved away from this dramatic idea of love. I stopped thinking that love could be felt or intuited and began thinking that it had to be approached much more pragmatically. I moved away from thinking that there was a “the one” or that love would have a radical effect on my life. I decided that it would be an incremental improvement, like a really good friend, that it was someone who I was attracted to and could spend time with without much trouble. I stopped looking for love as something that would bring out sides of me that normally lie dormant, or something that would make the world a bit brighter and more expansive. I made up my mind that these sorts of things were things that I had to solely influence myself. My expectations for love should shrink.

For the first time in my life, I lived as if there was no great romantic revelation waiting for me. I got a girlfriend, which was a first. It wasn’t great fun, but she was beautiful and we were “working on things”. That was how it worked, after all. People aren’t perfect and you can’t expect the world, I told myself. After a few months, it ended. I was devastated, but relieved. I did not love her and I was not in love with her. During our time together, I had constantly debated with myself if she was right for me. I was putting my new approach into practice, but it wasn’t feeling right.

The next year and a few months go by, with nothing changing in my beliefs about romance. They remained pragmatic and deflated. Then, the summer of 2021 happened. I go on a date with a girl I met on a dating app. Upon seeing her in person, I’m immediately struck by something. Not love, not at all yet, just that she is beautiful and has an intriguing energy. About fifteen minutes in, and I realize that she is funny. I can’t stop giggling and neither can she. A little after that, I realize she is smart. We have incredible overlapping interests and compatibilities. We both feel at home with every topic that we bring up. Over the course of the date, she checks every box, resurrected boxes that I had given up on and checks them as well. I leave the date floating a tad.

For the first time in my life ever, after my first date, I called a friend. As I was still intensely shy about sharing my romantic feelings with other people, I didn’t intend to explicitly talk about my date. However, after a few minutes of smalltalk, he called me out – “so what’s up? First of all, you never call and second of all, you sound different.” “I just went out with a girl”, I said. I had no shame of my feelings. I was confident that they were real, genuine, that I would feel safe from whatever dangers I had previously associated with acknowledging romantic feelings. It wasn’t just my connection with the girl that felt right, I was embracing that it felt right in a way that I had previously never embraced. Even with my old coworker who I fell for, I had kept my feelings for her private from everyone. I pursued her and dealt with my feelings for her totally privately. Owning up to the fact that I had a really sparkly, bubbly first date with someone was something new. Feeling confident in it only gave me more confidence in their nature and authenticity.

Our second date would have to wait. She was visiting her grandfather, who she barely knew, for two weeks because he lived in a nearby state. When she got back, we didn’t skip a beat. Our second date was spectacular, dizzying fun even though we just went out and had dinner and talked together. For our third date, I had plans. We were going to walk here and there, get food here, go there. As soon as we got to our first stop, which was a local beach, we decided to watch the sunset, only for a few moments. That turned into talking for five hours straight. We were simply too rooted to our conversation and each other to move. Then, around midnight, with the rest of the beach empty for the past few hours, we had our first kiss. I drove her home and then drove back to my house in solemn joy. For the first time, it felt like my beach had had a visitor.

My experience with this girl, Natalie, was delivering me from a lifetime of unmet longings for romance. The sensation was thrilling particularly because of how high the stakes became. It wasn’t the amazing time spent with Natalie. It was the new way that it felt to be me as I went through my daily activities. I felt like all the sharp edges inside of me had been made to lie flush. I was feeling more equanimous and placid, than the high and exuberant feelings you might be imagining from someone talking about falling in love. The pieces of my life had finally fallen into places and made sense. I walked around knowing that I could, for the rest of my life, look back on my journey until this point and experience an appreciation and awe whenever I wanted. I felt proud of myself and positive. I felt that what I experienced, from the mundane to the painful, had been made meaningful. All of these feelings came with the realization that, despite my best efforts, I did not feel this way before Natalie. That, though I tried to do my best, I was not happy. That I did not feel like my life was meaningful. That I didn’t look at what I had done or experienced and ascribed much worth to it at all. Now, from the safety of having what I had always wanted, I could see how badly I was lying to myself that I didn’t want it or need it. I could see how poor of a shape I had been in, and how I could never be able to go back. This relationship gave my past suffering and loneliness some meaning. It was the happy ending to the life that I mostly considered a great struggle and looked at with sadness. It was getting to live out my greatest wish that I’ve had for my life on earth, experiencing being loved by a woman.

I felt all of this, but I tried to tone it down. It had only been three dates. My friend from the phone call texted me, checking in about “that girl”. I told him “that girl is probably going to be my wife one day”. I was being tongue-in-cheek, mocking the intensity of my feelings given how early it was, but I was also acknowledging, without any shame or undue sense of vulnerability, that they existed. For the first time ever, I was falling in love in a way that I thought made sense and wasn’t embarrassed of, where I could see a future. Then, we go out for a fourth time. It’s a Friday. We meet for dinner. After twenty or thirty minutes of genuinely belly aching laughter, she calms down and gives me the news. She isn’t staying in town for as long as she thought, she’s actually leaving earlier. When are you leaving, I ask. On Wednesday, she says. I can still feel the reflex from my stomach and shoulder when I heard that. I didn’t understand. I knew she was leaving eventually, but at this point it seemed like before she left we’d be able to build up to something we could take long distance, then plan to join our lives together. She had other ideas. She didn’t even have to go back. She just said she’s been gone a while and she should get back to work and she misses her friends and family. I couldn’t understand it. I thought I had met the perfect person and that she felt the same way.

Over the next few days, I was inconsolable. When we hung out on Saturday, I tried to be alright, but I couldn’t. I broke down. I communicated my heartbreak. She was supportive and nurturing and assured me she was very sad as well. I told her I don’t understand how she can do this and that it seems like she doesn’t really care about me. This hurt her, and I showed great remorse, although I did not fully understand why she was so hurt by it. We hung out again on Sunday. We said goodbye on Tuesday evening, on the beach. I had got her a present from one of our previous dates. The day before, I returned to where we sat talking on the beach and had our first kiss. I filled two small bottles with sand from the exact spot. I gave her one as a parting gift and kept the other for myself. I made her a card featuring photos of her from our time together and wrote her something very touching and poetic. I had always wanted to be able to express deep and powerful affection and now I had the opportunity to do so. I made sure to avoid it being pleading or sad, to not spoil it. I hope that it meant something to her.

In the Fall of 2022, I moved to the city where she lived. It wasn’t to chase her - I had had no contact with her, so I didn’t even know if she still lived there – but if she was an option, all the better. I messaged her. We met and talked in the park and ended up getting dinner. We made plans to see each other again, but she had a work trip get extended and then she ghosted our text conversation. I didn’t want to seem pestering, and felt very self-conscious about the fact that I moved to her city, so I left it, decided that she didn’t want to date me but wanted to avoid the discomfort of telling me so. A few weeks went by, and I couldn’t leave it alone anymore. I couldn’t go the rest of my life without understanding if maybe there was a miscommunication, or if she was waiting for me to pursue her more, so I messaged her, asking to see her again. She let me know that she recently began seeing someone exclusively, so it’d have to be platonic. At that time, I felt like I needed the space to move on, so I told her I needed some time and space if we were going to be platonic friends.

Yesterday, I messaged her and asked how she was. She said good and asked how I was. I said good and said I’d love to see her. She told me she’s engaged and busy with wedding planning, but that she would like to see me too if I’m okay with it being platonic. I assume her fiance is the same person she began seeing exclusively a little more than two years ago. We saw each other a half dozen times three and a half years ago, one time almost two and a half years ago, and yet here I am. I don’t really even know this person. That is one of the painful things about it. It seemed like getting to know this person was going to be one of my favorite things I had ever done in my life, and then that didn’t happen. I never got to know her, much less have a relationship together.

I don’t think I had ever felt so sure of anything in my entire life as I was that this was going to turn into a relationship and that this relationship was going to work out. I certainly have never wanted anything so much. No matter how badly I wanted it, the ship still sailed away, and I’m still on that beach. Each day, I dream about the next time a ship will come ashore, and get me off this island forever more.




Love Island

I.

I never thought I'd write a review of a reality TV show. I'm admittedly the snob who silently judges those who’d rather spend their days watching TV instead of diving into Dostoevsky. Luckily, I married someone normal, which means I've gotten exposure to more "current" entertainment. Most of the time, this consists of the culture defining mega-shows like Severance and White Lotus. But sometimes, it involves Love Island. For some reason, I found Love Island more compelling for a review than the thought-provoking social critique about severing one's consciousness. Go figure. After all, the wisest man in Athens once said that the unexamined reality show was not worth watching. It turns out I happen to agree.
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Love Island is technically a dating show. Originally British, it has since spawned versions across the Anglosphere with Love Island: US and Love Island: Australia. The premise is simple: place attractive twenty-somethings into an isolated villa without phones or alcohol for eight weeks, watch them couple up, continuously introduce increasingly attractive newcomers, and crown the last couple standing as the winners.

Love Island stands out from most dating shows because it’s relatively unstructured. For the most part, contestants just mingle for every waking hour (reportedly getting quite bored), while cameras record everything. The producers then sift through the footage, pulling out the storylines complete with rising tension and carefully timed reveals.

The show begins with ten contestants (called islanders) - five men and five women - who are put into "Couples", which is the central dynamic of the show. Being in a "Couple" provides safety from being "dumped from the island." It's important to note that a "Couple", as defined within the rules of Love Island (in which I will use a capital "C"), may or may not match the everyday meaning of a small-c couple, aka, an actual relationship. On the Island, contestants can be in a Couple without being a couple, and they also can be a couple without being in a Couple. However, both mismatches are temporary - failing to form a romantic Couple typically results in being dumped from the island.

Each week there is a “re-coupling” where the Couples are re-made by allowing one set of contestants to pick who they want their new partner to be. Many times, this leads to the same Couple as before, but sometimes it forces the islanders to make tough decisions. Early on, contestants leave the show by being the last person standing after a re-coupling. It’s a lot like musical chairs, if everyone playing was a model. Later in the show, the winning Couple is determined by viewer voting.

Over time, contestants unable to secure strong partnerships get eliminated, new attractive participants are added into the villa, and each week’s re-coupling allows contestants to update based on the events of the previous week.

The entertainment value of the show revolves around the tension of whether couples stay together or not. Remember, any couple that exists in the villa is, at most, just a few weeks old, which inevitably leads to a lot of turnover. The peak of this tension is when the risks and stakes of breaking up are both at their highest.

The chart below illustrates this idea. The X-axis represents the stakes - or the degree to which breaking up feels meaningful, translating to higher entertainment value for the viewer. Since the stakes of a breakup are higher for a month-old couple than for a day-old couple, this axis doubles as a proxy for time. The Y-axis, on the other hand, represents the risk that a given couple will break up. In other words, it tracks the likelihood that something will go wrong. This is the primary lever for the producers to manufacture drama.
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Quadrant 1 - A lot happening but it doesn't matter

The top left quadrant is the show's introductory phase, meant to familiarize us with the contestants and the contestants with each other. You'd think this would be entertaining, but you'd be wrong. A lot is happening, the islanders are sizing each other up, relationships are forming and dissolving in minutes, etc. However, the entertainment value is low because the stakes are low. It doesn't feel meaningful because there hasn't been enough time for committed relationships to form or for the viewer to get to know the contestants.

Quadrant 2 - Nothing happens

Love Island differs from other dating shows, like The Bachelorette, in that the ending is the least interesting part. I don't think I have ever actually finished a Love Island season; it's just not why you watch. The boredom arises from the opposite problem as Quadrant 1: now the stakes are high, but it doesn't matter because the risk of a breakup has fallen to near zero, and the show loses its raison d'etre.

Quadrant 3 - The purest form of entertainment right into your veins

The climax of the show comes with two separate events that happen in quick succession - Casa Amor and Movie Night. Both are interesting for their own reasons, but they share real risks for the couples and enough time has passed for it to feel meaningful.

Casa Amor

This is undoubtedly the peak of the show, and it happens about 60% of the way through. At a certain point, all contestants of a specific gender, let's say the men, get sent to a different villa, with an equivalent number of new women. At the same time the original group of women contestants get an equivalent number of new men staying with them at the villa. The contestants stay in their newly assigned villa for 3 days in complete isolation before converging back to a single villa. The "original" contestants get to decide if they want to "bring back" one of the new contestants. I cannot overstate the intensity of the drama this produces. The "new" contestants are hell-bent on getting selected to come back, and the original contestants must decide if they are going to betray their existing couple for someone new. The process by which these decisions are revealed to the viewer is carefully manicured reality TV gold.

If you want to get a sense of what a Casa Amor reveal looks like, this clip shows a contestant bringing back someone from Casa Amor, despite being in a strong couple beforehand (sorry for the quality).

Movie Night

If you assumed that “whatever happens in Casa Amor, stays in Casa Amor”, you’d be mistaken. Anything scandalous that wasn’t brought up naturally gets revealed during Movie Night.

There's a phrase I first heard from Alex Danco called "social fog of war", which describes the necessity of information obscurity to ensure social cohesion. This means limiting common knowledge - or the degree to which others know that others know that others know...and so forth. Scott Aaronson in his essay on common knowledge describes this best:

Whereas, in social contexts, very often you’re managing a delicate epistemic balance where you need certain things to be known, but not known to be known, and so forth—where you need to prevent common knowledge from arising, at least temporarily.

I have an unpublished essay called "Why Weddings Suck" that uses these concepts to explain the disproportionate amount of drama and upset feelings caused by weddings. Normally, people don't know their exact place in a specific social hierarchy - it is obscured by the social fog of war. But weddings lift the social fog of war by letting everyone know where they stand through determining who gets an invite, who's in the wedding party, who sits at what table, etc. This moment when the fog lifts cause things to become known that aren't supposed to be known.

The underlying importance of Movie Night, and hence why it comes after Casa, is to ensure everything that happened at Casa becomes common knowledge. Movie Night encapsulates the delicate epistemic balance that is the social fog of war, and it causes a tremendous amount of chaos. Without Movie Night, "Bro Code" could prevent dramatic information from reaching the women, and vice versa.

Here is a clip from movie night where the women learn that the men were more promiscuous at the other villa than they let on.

II.

There is an interesting dynamic related to authenticity that is pervasive throughout the show. The explicitly stated goal of contestants is to find love, but everyone knows that’s not the real reason. It shouldn’t be a surprise that love-based reality shows have a very poor track record of helping people find love. Considering the contestants know this, we assume their primary motivation is to become a famous influencer. This also shouldn't be a surprise, nor is it very interesting by itself. What is interesting is that the ultimate faux pas for a contestant is to reveal that they are just there for clout. Letting their true motivations slip is usually a death knell - the public turns on them (which matters for voting), and the contestants also turn on them (probably because they know the public will).

So, if your objective is to become an influencer, but you need to pretend like that isn't your objective, what do you do?

The obvious answer is to get the watching public to like you, to become a "fan favourite", if you will. Ideally you have some combination of "qualities" that are suited to becoming an influencer. One way to improve your chances would be to analyze what's made successful fan favourites historically and then mimic their traits. While in theory this could work, I don't think it happens in practice. Strategically acting for long periods of time (remember, 7 days a week for weeks on end!) is extremely hard to do. Sure, Jeremy Strong could do it, but we aren't dealing with professionals. Far from it.

If intentionally changing your personality is too hard, then the only other option is quantity, which means maximizing one's days on the show. It doesn't matter how boring you are, the more time you can be in front of the audience, the more Instagram followers you will get. Believe it or not, someone actually has a graph for this:
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The astute reader may question the causality - it may not be the quantity that leads to fame, but instead those with influencer "qualities" tend to last a long time. This may be partially true, especially for the real talents, but overall it doesn’t change the strategy: it is very hard to become famous from Love Island if you quickly get kicked off Love Island.

To stay on the show, the contestants need to actually play the game: find a couple, convince the other contestants and the public that it's authentic, and don't get dumped. This is the hilarious paradox of the authenticity of the contestants. Their implicit motivation is fame, but to achieve this they must maximize their time on the show, which means trying to fall in love. Therefore, it's reasonable to assume that most contestants are acting authentically!

III.

Usually once per episode I find my mind has drifted off attempting to figure out what weird human quirk makes this enjoyable to watch. Specifically the parts where a happy couple is imploding before my eyes. I don't think it's schadenfreude. I don't feel joy or pleasure when watching the misfortune of contestants, but I am highly entertained. Why?

The most interesting answer to this question is the biological argument. What we are watching is gossip in its purest form, and we are wired to like it.

In 1996, Robin Dunbar argued in Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of Language, that human language evolved due to an evolutionary need to gossip. The argument goes something like this:

Many mammals live in groups to improve their reproductive odds. The great apes are especially social, managing complex social hierarchies. Large groups have many advantages, but maintaining them is hard. There needs to be a mechanism that builds trust and regulates cooperation, or else the group fractures. Non-human apes do this through grooming.

The problem with grooming, however, is that it doesn't scale. Grooming is inherently a one-on-one activity that must be done between nearly all members of the group, meaning time spent grooming grows as group size increases. Since grooming is essential for maintaining social bonds, larger groups must dedicate more time to grooming, cutting directly into their time spent on critical tasks like finding food.

This limitation effectively caps group size, leaving us with a biological trade-off: groups can only grow as large as the time they can reasonably spend grooming. For most primates, this cap seems to be around 20% of their time. This is illustrated through our closest relative, the Chimpanzee. Chimps have a mean group size of 55, and dedicate roughly 20% of their time to grooming.
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The average group size for early humans was much higher than 55, about three times, which Dunbar famously puts around 150. If humans used social grooming to maintain a group size that big, we would have to spend more than half our time grooming. So we didn't, says the theory, we started talking instead. And not talking about abstract concepts like gods, we started talking about others. Since gossiping allowed us to form social connections with more than one person at a time, it allowed our group size to grow.

Much like how sex is incentivized by feeling good, gossiping releases significant amounts of oxytocin, which is a hormone that seems to do a lot of childbirth related things but also boosts social bonding, positive emotions, and stress reduction. Our body makes it feel good to talk about others, because maintaining our group size was an important evolutionary trait.

I think this is as good a theory as any for why we like reality shows, especially dating shows. They recreate a small band of humans and use artificial rules to maximize the amount of gossip. You also have no risk of the gossip turning on you - it's only upside!

IV.

When first trying to come up with a way to close this essay, I came to the realization that my essay was turning into a Love Island episode - a drawn out ending where nothing substantial happens. Therefore, I hope you can appreciate me saving you the time and abruptly ending here. I’ll leave those interested with the suggestion to check out Love Island: UK, season 5.




Lublin Castle
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Castles older, bigger, on higher hills, climbing stepp rocks, resting in calm valleys, towering nice cities, guarding true capitals, or in the middle of black forests, or among sheep, or swarming with drones, secured by tourist traps, the ones with king inside or film crew or with the one who read this sitting in some vast hall, or climbing towers, hiding treasures, writing, fighting, cleaning, making a point or love or sleeping on ramparts under stars, yes, those happy stones warm from sun, castles! Castles here and there, especially in Europe, castles full of better stories and hungrier souls, true labyrinths and if only those walls could speak, but how to speak without mouth? Castles lack mouth and face. And it is strange lack for me.

The face is such an eye-catcher!

Defensive building could profit from little anthropomorphizing in so many ways!

Just yesterday, I met Voltaire in the enormous white cloud above Warsaw. And this castle I’m speaking about also has a face. So, it is a castle as good as a cloud, but a cloud in the shape of a philosopher, because, by having certain features (horns!), this castle is also a treatise on human nature. And on our important failure – the one of Enlightenment – the failure of modern. Short and witty brick text.

Castle telling joke – not smiling.

Sometimes it is hard to revive dead civilization using Western ideas and armies. Even a demigod from a wild island commanding millions of French in a creative way can fall short.

Napoleon failed to conquer Russia in 1812, and after the Congress of Vienna, even more of the Polish lands fell under the tsar. Hopes of resurrecting the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth were gone. Local thinkers and activists of the eighteenth century realized that there would be no independent state here. So, what is to be done? Something for society! The collapse of the Commonwealth happened because, after wars and political inertia, there was no functional society; wealth was not common. Millions were living in poverty. Few were well off. But then, at the beginning of a new era, tactually those magnates, whose liberties helped Russians, Austrians, and Prussians, were willing to consider doing something for the people. For example, a prison.

Ruins of old Lublin royal residence, towering the Jewish quarter still had a tower used for keeping of criminals, so it seemed natural to build on that place.

And now let’s describe the object of this review:

Lublin Castle is of three parts: first, mentioned above thick tower, donjon, almost one thousand years old.

Nearby stands a chapel, about half the tower’s age, with orthodox angels on its thin Gothic walls and sharp arches.

And there is now this prison, established after the Napoleonic wars in the Russian-dependent Kingdom of Poland.

All three parts were used as a prison, especially the cells under the tower.

Idea of the tower came from medieval France, where every don wanted to have a jon. Donjon, a basic stronghold for defense, gathering of loot, and resting. But here, such a Western tower meets an Eastern one. Just a few miles east of Lublin, there are eastern medieval towers.

As is written on a tourist sheet – here east kisses west!

Let’s consider Gothic chapel. Similar style buildings with orthodox frescoes can also be found on Cyprus, but still, this is a rarity. It was built by a king who tried to build lasting state for various cultures. So there was this Commonwealth, where catholic wore Turkic clothes and weapons, sometimes wooden ones, because there was possible to be pacifist or atheist in best days, those lucky few Poles, Lithuanians and Ruthenians were enjoying Magna Charta types of liberties and drinking with similar minded nobles of protestant and orthodox faith on a cost of peasants, who were forced to pump vodka after labor.

And to that, those eastern angels on sharp arches.

After the Commonwealth was destroyed from within and from without, next to the donjon and the chapel, there is now the prison, which used to consume criminals, revolutionaries, and patriots.

That is not strange, that Lublin has this building from precisely that time. Prisons were important in the thought of the Enlightenment. Panopticons on the one hand, ideas of resocialization on the other, compassion going against unusual and cruel punishment. People believed that there is a case to be made for progress and betterment of both collective and individual. Those ideas were still very much alive in the XIX century, despite reaction after downfall of Napoleon. It was in the air. Les Misérables were written in that spirit. And other tales of crime and punishment. Crowning of this literary tradition was The Gulag Archipelago, long text adored by famous theologians of XX century almost as new, post-enlightenment Bible.

There was case to be made that enlightenment itself blinded by reason. Rationalists were perfectly able to create prisons in old way, destructive and cruel. Maybe because they forgot original sin, maybe because they committed it by pride and lack of faith. Or maybe human nature is just that.

There are prisons everywhere for those with the eyes to see.

Although I am a theologian, I put Bukowski above Solzhenitsyn. This one dialogue about coconuts opening Tales of Ordinary Madness, where five year old girl talking with her father, a thug:

„why do you work nights?”

“it’s darker. people can’t see me.”

“why don’t you want people to see you?”

“because if they do I might get caught and put in jail.”

“what’s jail?”

“everything’s jail.”

“I’m not jail!”

Probably philosophers stating similar idea in long sentences didn’t discover entirely new world, they just express in their own way general annoyance that is felt by any human caught in any system.

As a student of Catholic University of Lublin, I was living inside walls designed by Stompf, the same architect that designed current form of Lublin castle. I was there because I was preparing for priesthood. My professors of theology and philosophy were painting the image of modernity and enlightenment very much with horns. It is easy to explain modern ideological schools as mutations of theological heresies, most famously it is done with communism described as secularized Judaism, while Nazism can be seen as analogue to some obscure protestant sect, etc. As I was young rebellious person, annoyed by modern world, I was listening. But of course, if even five-year-old girl can be seen as a prison, catholic church can be also.

DON’T JUDGE TOO HARSHLY THIS WORDY WORK OF MINE, BTW, THERE WAS a sheltie cat devoted to the destruction of this review by the power of unlimited love.

The proper form of such a review would be gaweda. Live talk. Especially now, in the merry merry month of May, it should be listened to by oak table, in a old manor or parish house or by river Bug, amid million shades of green, with tee or dereniowka in hand, and so on.

Such gaweda shouldn’t be fact-checked, but if by any chance it is and happens to be true, gawedziarz or storyteller would be parading around like a peacock until the end of days.

Let's check basic fact – does it have a face, this castle, or not? Is it there by chance or intentionally? Three dots are sometimes enough to make a face, but if there is also a nose, that cannot be a simple accident. Look at it. It is someone, for sure. The gate is the mouth. And there is a pair of windows, and even if their oculist nature is blurred somewhat by four dots inside of them, they are there as nothing but eyes. Nose, on the other hand, has no practical usage, so as a pure decorative form, it gives out the intentional nature of this mask on a castle’ entrance.

But real fun starts with horns.

My grandpa used to say that before being born, I was swimming in the middle of the Pacific.

By the same metrics, around 1820, when Jan Stompf for the first time drew this devil with horns in the form of an old Roman symbol of jurisdiction and justice – bundles of sticks with axes – there were still one and a half more century of swimming in the ocean for Benito Mussolini.

And those horns are what makes this building unusual. As there is almost no documentation, and no one in Polish nor English books is dwelling on that theme, what I am describing below is my own deduction.

In 1820s Stanisław Staszic, old enlightenment philosopher and Jan Stompf, young architect are cooperating. I heard a rumor that they even went to England to check on modern penitentiary architecture there. On the place of old Lublin castle, a prison is created, composed of new buildings and both chapel and tower. Style is neo-Gothic, a style alluding to medieval art, as it is clearly visible in sharp arch gate.

As there was a strong conviction in that age about using emotions to control the population, especially the uneducated one, giving this important building such appearance is understandable. From medieval art Stompf took the image of hell as the devil’s belly, the demon is devouring sinners. In Lublin, even more of a provincial town in the 1820s than now, that image was clear.

There is a hell above the city ready for those who sin.

AD 2025 numerous Lublin priests are painting the reality of the devil and hell with vivid colors, and there are exorcists, both regularized and amateur, and the whole catholic university guards the truth of spiritual evil.

Two centuries earlier, it had to be even more so.

Philosopher and architect are working together, and their work is approved by local Polish authorities loyal to the tsar. There is not a piece of newspaper or memoir about that fact, but face was probably easy to decipher for everyone involved. Of course, there is this old saying by some English-speaking eighteenth-century traveler in those parts, that true Slavic religions are atheism and nihilism, but no sceptic was blind to this suggestive moral put on the prison building façade. But what moral was it? Only “beware!”?

There is nothing better than dialogue between the old and the young. This one is from Maxim Gorky’ “Childhood”.

Gorky as young boy was almost killed by constant beatings from his grandfather. Still, he teased the old monster from time to time, reminding him, for example, about mistakes in words of prayers, and if grandpa was not in the mood for tortures, his response was just to question the boy:

Tell me: how many ranks of angels are there?

I answered and then I asked:

‘And what are civil servants?’

‘Want to know everything, don’t you?’ he said, smirking, lowering his eyes and chewing his lips. With reluctance he explained:

‘That’s nothing to do with God – civil servants are humans! A civil servant feeds on regulations, he eats them the whole time.’

‘What are regulations?’

‘Regulations? The same as habits,’ he answered more redily and cheerfully, his clever, piercing eyes twinkling. ‘People live together and make agreements between themselves. For example, they say: ‘This is better than anything else, so we’ll make it a custom, a regulation, a law!” it’s like when boys in the street have a game, and they decide on the rules, and how they are going to play. And what they agree on is the law!’

‘And civil servants?’

‘Troublemakers who come and break all the laws.’

‘That’s something you won’t understand,’ he said with a stern frown. Then he continued his sermon:

‘God stands above all earthly dealings! Men want one thing, and he want something else. Everything that’s human perishes. Gos has only to brethe and everything’s turned at once to ashes, dust.’

I had plenty of reasons for wanting to know all about civil servants, and persevered.

‘Uncle Yakov often sings:

“Bright angels are God’s servants,

But civil servants – serfs of the devil.”

Grandfather raised his beard with the palm of his hand, put it in his mouth and closed his eyes. His cheeks quivered, I could see he was laughting inside.

I’ll have to tie up your legs with Yashka’s and fling you both in the river. He’s no buissness singing such songs and you shouldn’t listen to them either. Those are heretical jokes, the work of dissenters and unbelievers’. After a moment’s reflection he looked at me piercingly and said softly, ‘ah, what s lot they are!’

Such a picture: Russian, or maybe Slavic, theology of liberation; serfs are of the devil. The state apparatus devours actual laws. Those who are carrying authorities have horns. I wonder if there were ones in nineteenth-century Lublin who, like this evil grandpa, put their own beard in their mouth while looking at the liktor’s fasces, an attribute of justice shown as the devil’s identification.

The case can be made, and a strong one, that the gradual collapse of the Commonwealth had its origin in this feeling that Polish nobles had – that every law is potentially leading to violence, and there is no way for the king to rule justly when he has power.

But then it may occur to some, that autocracy and anarchy are one coin.

Is it pessimistic? Sometimes it is for the better, something is reassuring in pessimism, it is a good foundation for novels. Nabokov had Gorky in low regard, and his work lacking, because he came out for him as an optimist.

Maybe, but in this fragment above, especially when one remembers relation between Gorky and Stalin, there is good dose of pessimism.

And perhaps that was also the case with Jan Stompf. Maybe Staszic and others wanted to scare the population, and maybe, maybe because there is little to no documentation, Stompf wanted to break balls.

The idea that this castle is a joke came late to me.

My first encounter with the castle was thirty years ago. I spotted its face, but there was no commentary about it from adults leading me into castle mouths. The museum, which is now there, I found interesting, yes. But in one room I was reminded about the anxiety I could read in the face of the castle: there was, in a glass cabinet, a skeleton.

Now, every time I read about people fighting for the burial of ancient human remains, I remember how shocked I was. Realization that no one asked that guy or gal if showing his or her bones is ok remains with me till now. Time is the enemy, I thought.

Not only is there general frost in the service of the Russian empire, but there is also, more importantly, general time in this cosmos that naturally breeds tsars and boys, flawed Russias and Polands alike.

But I could tell that this Face of the Real, of the prison built on the ruins, was looking silly. Even funny! One could laugh and one should, I thought. That’s the statutory obligation for youngsters, do not cry when a king stupid to the point of nakedness is walking through a dozing crowd, just laugh. If the atmospheric pressure and humidity are right, your laugh may spread like fire.

It didn’t spread. No one is, for example, advertising Lublin in such a way: visit our city to see prophecy about the lot of enlightenment in Europe! This is one of its kind architectural satire on the state of human institutions! Or, look how dumb our castle looks, for that matter. Several persons, for example, who are thinking about painting Lublin castle using the same colors that Munch used for The Scream, is non-zero.

Never failure of our civilization been more obvious, never horns of jurisdiction been scarier than under Hitler. It is crucial to give this context to the castle. It was encircled by the Jewish quarter, now totally gone. But I am unwilling to speak about that without mentioning better days.

While explaining Lublin, it is essential to mention Chełm.

More to the east, Chełm in the medieval age was Ruthenian, under Byzantine influence, while Lublin was catholic and Polish.

But a more basic difference is cosmological.

According to local Jewish tradition, God started his works with Chelm, or, in a secularized version, the Big Bang happened there. Telling such tall tales, about Chelmers capturing the Moon in a barrel or about the Big Bang happening on a certain street, there is a way of revealing something important about what happened after the real Big Bang.

I was told this theory by a certain physicist, and I think that it is good for his science to remember that, as it is good to know for every prison reformer about ax-shaped devil’s horns.

According to other Jewish traditions, the fulfilment of creation, the descent of heavenly Jerusalem, will happen in Lublin, in the reading room of rabbi Horovitz, the Seer of Lublin.

There is no secular version of the end of the days in Lublin, but I have met a thinker who made a certain prediction on this matter based on Putin's obsession with history.

But as for now, Lublin is the last piece of cosmos, where people tell old jokes about Chełm, sometimes forgetting that at the dawn of days, two or three centuries earlier, those were Jewish ones. There was a lady who was able to tell you such jokes in original splendid precious Lublin Yiddish, but COVID took her. Not one end, but many ends will happen here.

Fulfilment of the days shall happen next to the castle, as Horovitz's house used to be touching castle hill, although when he died in 1815, there were still a few more years to build the prison with the face.

Now time for the darkest of days.

During the years of the Lublin castle caricature of justice on its front was to the point, especially during the Second World War.

Epicenter of Nazi crimes was here. Odilo Globocnik is far less known than Eichmann, while done as much. There would be no Holocaust as it was without this Austrian Slovenian, who ruled Lublin as SS und Polizeiführer. Inventor of extermination camps, who gave the whole operation a distinctive mark of organized plunder.

There are such stories about him and his comrades that I prefer not to speak of.

Way of giving a hit at them is probably to mention that first Christmas night under German occupation, when Nazis make great bonfire with books of the greatest Talmud library in the world, in the front of opened just in the thirties great Yeshiwa school while Wehrmacht orchestra played stille nacht.

Globocnik killed himself shortly after being captured, who knows if not too quickly. His right hand, Ernst Lerch, was in prison for two years in total, and then opened a highly successful Tanzkaffe in Klagenfurt, immortalized as the first stage for the greatest stars of popular German and Austrian music, nicknamed “Treblinka Tanzkaffe” by one Austrian writer with good memory.

Mossad remembered Lerch too, but had not obtained the green light on him because Israeli authorities feared Europe’s reaction after Lerch's execution. And the left hand of Globocnik opened an antiquarian in Berlin after the war.

And so on, and so on. Lublin known no worse evil than those Nazis, even soviet terror after war pales in comparison.

I have written here about this castle as if it were important. It's not. There are bigger and older, with kings and so on. Lublin Castle is obscure. It is important for a little group of historians, and they hate every brick of it. They long for the original Renaissance version. Face or no face, they abhor this prison standing where a proper Polish castle used to stand. The Union of Lublin was signed in its halls. Polish princes were chasing otters beneath its walls. If the Jagiellonian dynasty managed to build in the fifteenth century an empire ruling the whole of central Europe, that castle may grow to be the most important in the world.

But it went all very differently. The Renaissance castle was destroyed during the wars. And then the whole state collapsed. There should be renovation, many are claiming. And maybe it’s not too late!

As for now, the castle divides Lublin citizens.

Those who find it important are mostly its haters. And there I am, who considers it a story, a short book, an absurd joke.

After ten years of being a priest, I left the church, I worked a little as a guide. Those were also beginning of full scale war in Ukraine, and in Lublin there were plenty of visitors: noble prize laureates, Yugoslavian admiral of US Navy, Berkeley professors, Estonian officers, polish noir writers, English pacifist preaching surrender in face of nuclear Armageddon, and this wonder boy from Charkiv, dreaming of joining his six brothers and a father fighting Russians while they prohibit him. And so many others. And in most cases, I judged this tale to strange to be told.

Or maybe there is something else going on?

Old Priests have those stories for the education of young ones. The story about the happiness of the dismissed visionary seems to be a fitting one.

Imagine you are sitting in the parish chancellery. Visionary is paying you a visit. She brought a notepad full of words of the Lord, who ordered her to write them and show you as the judiciary of the church. So you read and discover that while this is edifying to a degree, it is rather of low theological quality, maybe not as low as the letter of the Polish Conference of Bishops, but still.

So, next week, when the visionary is back, in soft words, you put in front of her the reality of this text being human rather than divine. And, to your surprise, she is happy and visibly liberated. No need for writing and prophesying, and so on, you think. This is the interpretation of the story about the dismissed visionary I was told.

But maybe there is more to her happiness? This revelation, that the Lord may have prepared for the whole of creation, is now hers only. It is her treasure. There is great charm in having one’s own story and in making it a mirror for the cosmos to see itself in it.

It appears that there are people who, though like Gwern in his famous piece against writing books, are sure it is worth it for you to work on a very long text. Sometimes it is better to design a prison gate.

Lublin Castle is a case when a guy with something to say rather than to write builds, makes a strong point in full light, his king is as naked as can be, and his garments, or rather his mask, are striking, especially if one takes history into account. There is thinking and emotion everywhere, not only in buildings. There is order, for example, across Europe when people are planting trees, lime tree for the commemoration of marriage, oak tree at the end of the pasture, to mark the end of domesticated space.

But my favorite such place, where ideas are visible, is a minute walk from Lublin Castle, in a small café.

A flock of green comfy chairs and a lot of books. On the same street, there used to live a Jew, who worked as a wandering rag collector, slowly and patiently building his rug empire, till he was able to buy a whole house next to the market square and fill it with books, which he exchanged sometimes with one canon from the local cathedral. Their libraries are no more, but books are reassembled on Rybna Street.

And the best case is when the Polish language is foreign to you.

Then you can just enjoy the smell of the paper and relax, and try to spot faces.




Mad Investors Chaos and The Woman of Asmodeus

A D&D game crossed with a Truman Show remake crossed with a math textbook crossed with a BDSM romance novel

[image: ]
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Introduction:

About a decade ago, rationalist luminary Alicorn and some other people created a website called Glowfic, for the purpose of co-writing fiction. One thing led to another, and Eliezer Yudkowsky co-wrote a continuity (a series of stories) called Planecrash, of which the first story was named Mad Investor Chaos and the Woman of Asmodeus. This review covers the entire continuity[1] but I named it after the flagship story because it sounded cooler.

A bit over a decade ago, Yudkowsky first wrote about a world called Dath Ilan, a world from which he was the median citizen. This world has technology at around Earth’s level, but material conditions are far better, as dath ilan has overcome almost all coordination problems, through the use of, among other things, “decision theory,” a branch of math which allows those who understand it to mutually cooperate in prisoners’ dilemma like situations.

One day, in dath Ilan, an 18 year old guy, “Keltham” is in a plane, which crashes. He is isekaied (transported to another world), in this case a world called Golarion, the setting for the Pathfinder roleplaying game. For the past few years on Glowfic, this setting had appeared in many threads, where it had been significantly expanded and altered by the pseudonymous Lintamade, Yudkowsky’s co-author.[2]

Keltham finds himself in a snowy tundra, and runs into the only building he can see, where he meets a wizard by the name of Carissa Sevar.

Ok, but what actually is Planecrash anyway?

To put it another way, why is this not just a regular book review, barred by the rules of the competition? Planecrash, rather than being a book, is a series of “threads” or stories contained within a larger “continuity.” a thread can span anything from a few dozen to hundreds of thousands of words. Each thread is made up of individual “tags” or entries, which are written from a specific character POV by a specific author. Different characters are written by different authors (so Larwain writes all of Keltham’s tags, and Lintamande writes all of Carissa’s). Thus, the story is created collaboratively, as each character reacts to the surrounding environment and the actions of the other character. This is similar to a classic D&D game, where the dungeon master (DM) works with the players to create a story, where the characters and the world around them react to their actions. The form of the story is different enough from a book that I think it should not count for the purposes of this contest.

As for the story itself, defining it is simple. As mentioned above, It's a D&D game crossed with a Truman Show remake crossed with a math textbook crossed with a romance novel. Let’s take those in order.

Planecrash is a D&D game

So, to give some context…

Christ famously said that no man shall know the day or the hour of his return. Aroden, however, did exactly the opposite— this lawful neutral god of civilization and humanity had prophesied the exact date of his return to the world of Golarion, when he would establish his divine realm and usher in the Age of Glory.

But when the fateful day dawned, nothing happened.

Eventually, things did start to happen. It became rumored that he had, briefly, returned, and died in the attempt. His priests lost all their magic powers, a war among the gods broke out, and prophecy broke across the entire planet. The greatest empire on the continent, whose king had planned to abdicate in the god’s favor, completely fell apart, and then…

We will skip over a bunch of fantasy geopolitics, but things were pretty bleak. Imagine what would happen, in our world, if Christ had failed to return in such a way, and then Africa was largely submerged by a permanent hurricane and China completely fell apart into civil war and is now partially ruled by a giant kraken which just sort of showed up and a tear in the fabric of reality opened up in the capital city of Norway out of which limitless hordes of demons started streaming and no one knows what is happening in Australia because everyone who tries to leave the continent gets their memory wiped.[3]

All of this should give you the sense, key to the whole mood of our story, that the characters are living in a post apocalyptic world, one which was, a century ago, much more stable and richer and certainly more hopeful than the one in which they currently live. Nonetheless, Golarion has started to recover. Iomedae, the lawful good goddess of victory over evil, Aroden's former right hand, stepped up as "The Inheritor" to salvage his legacy. Her nation of Lastwall continues to hold the border against the worldwound (the aforementioned planar tear out of which limitless demons stream), while former imperial territories have become independent nations experiencing rapid technological and political advancement. Even the ancient land of Osirion saw its Pharaoh restored under the patronage of Abadar, the lawful neutral god of trade.

As for Cheliax itself, it had a different solution. After decades of civil war, it regained stability by pledging eternal allegiance to Asmodeus, lord of Hell and lawful evil god of tyranny

—————————————————————————————————————

At the time our story begins, these nations have reached an uneasy truce. The Worldwound remains a grave threat, with its demonic forces contained but not defeated. While most of its borders are defended by local governments, the remote northern frontier is maintained by Cheliax, whose infernal backing makes it the only nation wealthy enough to sustain outposts in that frozen wasteland. This is why no one is seriously challenging infernal rule over Cheliax.

Keltham is isekaied to the border of the worldwound held by Cheliax, where he meets Carissa Sevar, a Chelish military wizard. They talk for a while, and Carissa goes off to consult her superiors while Keltham meditates on his beliefs about the world, morality, and himself, after which he reaches out to the gods, to see if there is a god “like himself.” Abadar, lawful neutral god of trade, hears his prayers, and sees in Keltham something special— an understanding of the ways in which individual “selfish” agents, each working towards their own separate goals, can coordinate to build something greater than anything each could have done on their own. Abadar wants Keltham to teach his own nation of Orision about this vision, and so bargains with Asmodeus that Keltham will be allowed to leave Cheliax if he so wishes, and in the meantime not be tortured or mind controlled or otherwise ruined beyond usefulness. Asmodeus so instructs his priests, and Keltham and Carissa are teleported to Cheliax proper, to an archduke’s villa appropriated for the purpose.

The story is not set up quite like a traditional D&D game, and rarely do the authors, for instance, roll dice to determine outcomes of events, as is practically the backbone of normal D&D. Nevertheless, the story follows the standard D&D pattern, with Lintamande serving primarily as the DM, handling the world building (largely done by Keltham asking questions of Carissa, and then her answering, and then him having additional questions.) Keltham, meanwhile, is the player character.

As the story progresses, the nature of the first part of the game becomes apparent. Cheliax, because it has been commanded not to enslave Keltham, is reduced to lying to him about the nature of reality, particularly about what sort of country Cheliax is, what sort of god Asmodeus is, and, most important of all, what happens to those souls who Asmodeus claims at judgement and drags into Hell. The game is played between Keltham, as he seeks first to understand his new world, and ultimately to teach it knowledge out of civilization, and Cheliax, who seeks to extract as much scientific knowledge from him before he realizes the truth. Cheliax is playing for time here, because if Keltham teaches them enough technology out of dath ilan for them to conquer the world, who cares if he finds out the truth eventually. These efforts are led by Carissa for two reasons: first, she is the only one who understands Keltham well enough to believably lie to him, and second, a devil gives Cheliax mysterious instructions from Hell, implying Asmodeus himself has chosen Sevar in particular for some grand destiny.

But there's another player on the border. Nethys, the omniscient god of magic, has also taken notice of Keltham, and is making very strange interventions around him. Cheliax had presented Keltham with 11 teenage girls from a local wizard academy as a “welcoming present.” While they are initially intended to be nothing more than a harem for Keltham, he begins instructing them in the basis of dath ilani knowledge, starting with the principles of mathematical logic.[4] The importance of these girls, called the “project lawful girls,” increases when, within a day, two are empowered as oracles of two different gods— “Ione” is made an oracle of Nethys, while “Pilar” is made an oracle of Cayden Cailean, the chaotic good god of revelry. Normally, both would be executed, but Ione is able to, with some clever maneuvering, render herself irreplaceable to the project, while Pilar is loyal enough to Cheliax and to Asmodeus that her execution is considered unnecessary. Clearly, however, Nethys is playing at something big here[5]

A lot of really interesting stuff happens here (like the god of pain and loss getting sealed into a tiny box, and the queen of Cheliax getting convinced she is in a sex themed live action role-playing game “ero-larp,” with Keltham as the player, and two of the project girls briefly getting killed, one of whom gives us a first hand view of Hell) but we absolutely do not have time to talk about those now, because we need to talk about how…

Planecrash is a Truman Show remake

I have always had a certain frustration with The Truman Show.[6] On the one hand, the premise of a guy completely enveloped by a conspiracy which he needs to escape is clever and interesting, but on the other hand the execution of the idea is quite dismal. There are a thousand ways in which Truman would have seen through the premise, and a thousand more things which he could have tried, which would have immediately revealed to him the truth. On the other hand, the conspiracy to keep him in place is incredibly incompetent, and an actual conspiracy could have done way better. (I mean, seriously, they set him up on an artificial island with a fake sun and weather controlling machines! An actually competent conspiracy would have just found a random, perfectly real, island and stuck him there, and then not worried about faking weather at all.) On the other hand, no one to my knowledge has ever tried to make a better one.[7]

Until now, because Planecrash is the Truman show remake we never knew we needed.

As the D&D game continues to play out, it starts to turn into a new type of game. Keltham becomes oriented enough to his world that he starts to notice notes of disquiet in his surroundings. This is despite the hard work of Carissa and her lieutenant “Asmodia.” Asmodia is a project girl who, after a series of magical accidents, possesses a supernatural understanding of Bayes’s theorem, and is thus the only person with a hope of outthinking Keltham on his own ground. Meanwhile, he continues to teach his hosts knowledge out of dath ilan, some of which is merely technological in nature, but most of which consists of the ilani philosophy and mathematics. He focuses especially on the “lawful” mathematical underpinnings of  thought, and even more particularly on the math behind “logical decision theory,” the study of how rational agents should make decisions in multiagent equilibria. The gods know and apply LDT, but they are forbidden by treaty from sharing it with mortals. But decision theory’s chance to drive the story will come later— for now, the story revolves around Bayes.

The game is simple in theory. In order to determine whether Cheliax is systematically misleading him about reality, Keltham needs to look for things which are more likely in worlds where Cheliax is lying to him than when it is not. For example, for most of the past three threads he has been confined to an isolated fortress, nominally for his security. There seem to be good reasons why this is the case. (Last time he went outside, the god of pain and loss appeared to try to kidnap him.) But, no matter how good the excuses are, this is still more likely in a world where there is a conspiracy, and thus weak Bayesian evidence for one. To get stronger evidence, one way or another, Keltham can run tests which a conspiracy would find it hard to fake. For instance, he demands a large number of books with weird characteristics, such that, in the ordinary world, they can just send a guy to a really big library, but any conspiracy rapidly creating fake books could not keep up.

To counter this, Carissa and Asmodia have to do a few things. First, they have to know Keltham sufficiently well that they can guess what tests he will run, and what updates he will make from them, so they can prepare against these. Second, they have to avoid any slip up, any accidental revelation of information which, if Keltham thinks about it too hard, will expose the conspiracy. Asmodia has a wall on which she tracks this, and if you forget what is on that wall and slip up, then there is a good chance Chelish security will magically remove your limbs and drag you to the wall, where Asmodia will explain in ALL CAPS just how many bits of evidence you leaked to Keltham.

I am really not doing it justice here, as full justice would involve me first explaining a bunch of math which the story has by this point extensively covered. But, if you're into conspiracies where everyone on each side is trying their hardest, there are no convenient lapses for the sake of the plot, and people actually know what they’re doing, you definitely will enjoy this subplot. Eventually, as Cheliax knew from pretty early on would inevitably happen, Keltham uncovers the truth and departs Cheliax in wrath, and the focus of the story moves onto different math.

Planecrash is a math textbook

There has been a wide variety of math in the first parts of the story, but most of it is foundational math. If you wanted an intuitive explanation of first order logic, or Shapley Values, or Bayesian versus Frequentist statistics, I do not think you will easily find explanations better than those on Keltham’s lectures. But as the story moves into its second great arc, the math becomes more concentrated. Keltham no longer delivers lectures “on-screen,” and the math we do see him discuss is increasingly concentrated around one subject: logical decision theory.

In fact, Keltham is much less on screen than ever before. In the thread, “The Woman of Irori” he only has a single tag. The focus is now on Carissa who, despite her ultimate failure to retain Keltham, is ennobled as a para-baroness and tasked with creating “keepers,” people trained in the art of rational thinking far beyond what even Keltham has yet achieved. But one night, she realizes the magnitude of her own folly in working for Hell, erases her memory of doing so after writing a mysterious letter to the grand high priestess of Asmodeus, sells her soul to an archdevil for large amounts of magic and, more importantly, the rights over certain souls in Hell’s keeping, and ultimately flees Cheliax to seek Keltham, there to aid him in whatever plan he has to counter Asmodeus.

She then runs into a bit of a problem. But, we’ll circle back to that. For now, let's discuss logical decision theory.

Let us suppose three agents, K, C, and P.  And say that there are three possible states for reality to inhabit, 1, 2, and 3.  Further suppose that each agent has the following preference orderings:

C: 1 > 2 > 3

K: 1 > 3 > 2

P: 2 > 1 > 3.

Which state will reality end up in.

This depends on our Collective Choice Rule (CCR)— the way we describe which preferences result in which state. At the beginning of our problem, we can say that P is a dictator[9], that is, reality ends up in whichever state P wants, in this case state 2. But now suppose we change the CCR such that, if either K or C or P would prefer the world be in state 3 to its current state, then reality ends up in that state. Otherwise, we stick with whatever P chooses. Now, P would choose to be in state 2, K (but not C) would prefer state 3 to state 2, so we end up in state 3. Now, you will notice that moving from state 3 to state 1 would be a Pareto improvement, that is, everyone is happier with state 1 than state 3, but there isn’t a clear way to get from state 3 to state 1.[10]

If this does not make sense, let's swap out the variables with names. K is Keltham, C is Carissa, and P is Pharasma, goddess of birth and death, mother of the gods, and creator and sustainer of the multiverse. It is her preferences which made creation what it is, which have allowed Hell to endure. Why does Pharasma want creation the way it is? Who knows. The point is she does.

Ultimately, if he wishes to overthrow Asmodeus (of course he wants to overthrow Asmodeus and end Hell! Even putting aside how Asmodeus has treated him personally, it is the obvious thing to do) Keltham does not have a lot of options. With Pharasma’s backing, he probably could fix things, but she would seem unwilling to give it.

On the other hand, Keltham knows enough science that, with divine powers, he could completely destroy creation, thereby freeing the souls in Hell from their torment at the cost of destroying them, and everyone else, entirely. The suffering in Hell is great enough that he would honestly prefer destroying creation to seeing it continue in this state. Carissa, to put it mildly, disagrees.

So the preference orderings come out like this:

Carissa prefers the world improved to the world as it is to the world destroyed.

Keltham preferred the world improved to the world destroyed to the world as it is

Pharasma prefers the world as it is to the world improved to the world destroyed.

There seems like an obvious solution here. All three prefer the world being improved to the world being destroyed. So Keltham can just explain that, if her creation is not improved he will just destroy it, and Pharasma will agree instead to improve it. Simple, right? The problem from Pharasma’s perspective is that, if she automatically yielded to threats like these, agents with utility functions like Carissa, who would otherwise not wish to destroy the world, could attempt to “blackmail” Pharasma, saying they intended to destroy the world unless Pharasma did what they wanted. While it would be true that Pharasma doing what they wanted would consist of a Pareto improvement over destroying the world, if she refused to accept such compromises then agents like Carissa would have no incentive to destroy the world, as would be worse by their own values. Thus, in order to do as best as she possibly can, Pharasma needs to give in when an agent with Keltham’s preference ordering threatens to destroy the world, but not Carissa’s.[11]

Thus, in order to save creation, Keltham must set out to destroy it, without holding out any hope it can be saved. Carissa, who would rather creation not be destroyed, thus cannot be allowed to ascend with Keltham unless he can sufficiently trust her not to interfere with his efforts, even if she cannot help them.

The plan comes to this: Keltham will ascend to godhood and seek to bring Pharasma to terms or, if he cannot, destroy creation. Things will go much better if Carissa ascends as well, but Keltham must be sure that Carissa will not betray him, will not, in seeking to preserve creation, turn on him after he loses her hold over her. The solution to these types of problems was theoretically demonstrated early in the story, as to how agents could come to trust each other under this type of situation, but the actual resolution comes in the thread “The meeting of their minds”, the climatic thread of the story.

But to understand the full meaning of this resolution, we must discuss the final meaning of Planecrash.

Planecrash is a love story

Specifically, it is the tragedy of Keltham and Carissa’s love affair.

Their love started on their first date, less than 24 hours after Keltham came to Golarion. All throughout the early days of the project, before the unmasking of the conspiracy, they fell deeper and deeper in love. Carissa learned from Keltham that love was not the worthless and pathetic feeling Cheliax had taught her it was, and Keltham learned from Carissa to explore his desires as a dominant, to derive sexual and romantic pleasure from his ownership of Carissa. (Yes, getting him into BDSM started as a plot to trick him into doing evil acts and thereby damning himself, but the feelings which formed between them were real nonetheless.) They get deeper and deeper into their relationship; sexually, but also romantically and emotionally. [11]

When Keltham learns of Carissa’s betrayal of him, the experience breaks him. Carissa does what she can to heal him, most importantly by ensuring that all of the project girls who had already ended up in Hell were not broken beyond repair. Despite her horror at the risk he is taking with her world, she agrees to offer him her allegiance, and will, as far as the decision theory will allow, aid him in his plan.

While they never again, as mortals, renew their former passion, they do come, in the end, to love and trust each other once more. When this is done, they use decision theory to solve the rest of their problems, become ridiculously powerful, and… well, if you want to know how that goes you’ll just have to read the epilogue.

My verdict on Planecrash.

Since I have considered Planecrash as four interlocking stories, I will start by judging each story in turn.

As a D&D game, Planecrash works. We start with a powerless and disoriented protagonist, who by the end is arguably the most powerful thing in the universe. The world is believable and interesting, and the various arcs, most notably Nethys’s background interventions, are very well executed. The world and its magic is unfolded as a coherent whole, and both authors work hard, and take great care to construct a coherent and believable setting. When the adventure path switches to Carissa’s POV, we get a lot of great moments as well.[12] Ultimately, the D&D game is a mere frame story, but it serves its job admirably in that role.

My main bone to pick here has to do with the idiosyncrasies of writing on Glowfic. The world of possibilities opened by having a setup where a work can be co-authored in such a way that individual, interlocking, pieces are attributable to individual authors is only beginning to be explored. While things start out strong in this regard, this advantage is less and less salient as the story continues, as Lintamande is increasingly sidelined near the end of the story. This is especially unfortunate because Larwain/Yudkowsky’s strengths as a writer, worldbuilding, complex and interesting plots, and characters with interesting thoughts or who are capable of perspective taking literally at all, already came through quite strongly at the beginning, but his weaknesses, writing believable dialogue such that his characters don’t all sound alike, becomes more pronounced as he writes more and more of the words on the page. [13] [14]

Lintamande, as do all writers, has her own idiosyncrasies of writing [15] but the strength of Glowfic style writing over books is that the strengths of one writer can complement the strengths of another and cover the weaknesses of another. When Planecrash devolves into a solothread (the technical term) it is still good, but I feel like something has been lost.

The Truman Show remake was, if not the best subplot, at least the most flawlessly executed one. It provides interesting depth for the story, and lets us see the math which the readers and characters have just learned applied to solving interesting problems. It is certainly possible to nitpick the execution, to argue that one trick or another should not have worked for Keltham or the conspiracy, or some random comment should have been a giveaway, or whatever, but such errors are ambiguous or obscure enough they don’t really ruin the story.

The only thing I would say here is that, after the story pivots to its second arc, the conspiracy theme is allowed to lapse. I agree the plot would make it difficult to extend this theme, and we do see conspiracy reasoning done, by design, more competently than it was by the Chelish conspiracy (like Keltham against Ri-Dul or Carissa against Cheliax) but this subplot is ultimately is allowed to fall by the wayside. I am not sure how this could be fixed, I am merely noting it for completeness.

On the math textbook aspect of the story, I think the question of whether it succeeds depends on to what extent you accept Yudkowsky’s views on logical decision theory, and to a lesser extent Bayesian versus Frequentist statistics. I am not really qualified to comment on the state of the academic debate here, but, as a layman with an interest in this field, I find his interpretation plausible enough, and am convinced by it. Certainly, LDT is not a panacea for the reasons I explain at length in the footnotes, but I do think it is useful and cogent.

There are many other philosophical ideas advanced in the continuity, with explanations and defenses of, among other things, utilitarianism, altruism, Yudkowsky’s own views of the proper ordering of government and markets, the benefits of using prediction markets, and Yudkowsky’s views on rationality and cognition more generally. I focused on the decision theory because it was the most important, but for the rest, the most I can say is, “I appreciate the new set of ideas, I will use them alongside all my existing ideas and not follow them off any cliffs.”

Finally, we shall pass judgement on Planecrash as a romance novel. I don’t actually read enough romance novels to have much to say here. I enjoyed the love story, and the interplay between Keltham and Carissa, and think it was reasonably well done. I don’t think their romance is one which will echo through the ages or anything, but so it goes.

There is also the question of the ending. Throughout this review I have treated “the meeting of their minds” as the climax of the story, and the final two threads as the epilogue. This is because the style after “the meaning of their minds” changes, going from a cohesive narrative to more of a mere summary, of the style: “and then this happened, and then this happened, and let's skip over a bunch of stuff and get to the end.” This part is not as fun to read, but I am willing to forgive the writers for it, because I don’t know that they had much choice. Sometimes, an author will bite off more than they can chew, and this leaves them with a few options: they can spend the rest of their life trying to salvage their creation and make it a cohesive story (like Tolkien tried to do, though he didn’t quite make it, and his son had to finish the job) they can just give up, like Geroge R. R, Martin did with Game of Thrones, or they can just brazen their way to an ending, keeping the core themes intact, and let everything else go. This is what the writers did here, and, given how complex Planecrash had become by this time we reached this point, and how hard it would have been to give every theme a satisfying conclusion, just dropping everything except the core story and finishing that was probably the best option.

Ultimately, I don’t know how much the average person would enjoy Planecrash. The medium of Glowfic, because of its clear visuals and delineations, makes the story more approachable than it would be if it were a book, but the length, the math, the obscure references, the sex, and the philosophy all reduce the extent to which it is approachable. However, if you have made it this far into the review, I think you should at least give it a try. As you can hopefully tell, I loved this work, and I think some of you will too. You will find yourself in love with all the characters I didn't even get to introduce: the warmth of Snack Services, the courage of Peranza, the glory of Iomedae, the absolutely adorable ambition of Meritxell (the most underutilized of all characters in the story) and, of course, the absolute train wreck of a character, Her Infernal Majestrix Aborgail II of Cheliax, who is incredibly pissed that I gave her no screen time in this review.

If this is your type of story, you will fall in love with it, and maybe you will still learn a little math along the way.


Notes


[1]

Sort of, different continuities tend to bleed over into each other, and this review largely ignores the omakes, which are technically within the continuity



[2]

It's worth noting Yudkowsky wrote this under the handle “Larwain.” I don’t think that Lintamande’s identity is publicly known.



[3]

That last thing appears to be a pre-existing problem, actually.



[4]

He does eventually have sex with several of them later in the story.



[5]

Nethys refuses to explain to an increasingly frustrated conclave of gods what exactly he is doing here, but he does admit Cayden is acting on his advice.



[6]

A classic movie which you should watch, or at least read the plot summary of, so you get the pop cultural references to it.



[7]

Larwain, if you are reading this review, can I suggest you write a Truman show fanfic where Asmodia is isekaied to the Truman show set, and has to save the show from disaster. Also, I think Elias Abraco should come with her, so that she can order the ENTIRE CREW OF THE SHOW TO BE TORTURED UNTIL THEY STOP BEING INCOMPETENT ONE WAY OR THE OTHER [8]



[8]

one of the most stylistically salient things about Planecrash is its frequent use of all caps, which are particularly overused when writing Asmodia’s character.



[9]

In the sense in which that term is used in Arrow's impossibility theorem.



[10]

There are a series of closely related impossibility results, of which Arrow’s is the most famous, which show that problems like this are, given certain assumptions, impossible to resolve in a way which satisfies certain conditions. Logical decision theory does not disprove these theorems. Note that the CCR generated by Yudkowsky’s solutions violates Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives. For that requirement to be fulfilled, Keltham’s rankings of “world destroyed” and “world preserved” should not matter in a pairwise competition between “world improved” and “world preserved.” But yet his rankings between these two outcomes, and the fact that Carissa has the reversed rankings, is why Keltham has the leverage to force Pharasma to the bargaining table, with an ultimate result of improving the world, and Carissa does not. The fact that the “effective CCR” here violates Independence of Irrelevant alternatives may not actually be so bad, but it does mean that there is a lot of kvetching about “strategic self modification of utility functions” and such, which is what happens when your CCR violates independence of Irrelevant alternatives. Still, if you are willing to put in the work, this beats the uncoordinated way of doing things, where Keltham destroys the world leading to an outcome not on the Pareto frontier. I don’t know if Yudkowsky would put it this way, but he generally seems to prefer switching from decision theoretical perspectives which violate P to those which violate I.



[11]

All the threads are written such that the explicit scenes are in their own mini threads, with plot summaries available for those who want to read the story but have moral or aesthetic aversions to explicit sex scenes in their reading)



[12]

IMO Carissa’s descent into Hell to sell her soul and save the souls of Keltham’s lost project girls is one of the best parts of the story.



[13]

Lintamande arguably also has this problem, but certainly it is less pronounced in her case.



[14]

I don’t want to be a jerk and nitpick Yudkowsky’s style but, if I had the gesture at what annoys me in his writing of dialogue, the way I would put this is that his characters, whatever their other characterization may be, will often dramatically express their frustration and annoyance in a way which would be humorous if done once or twice, but becomes annoying if it becomes an entirely character.  As an example, consider the whining by this senior devil, whose entire characterization suggests she is far too proud to do anything of the sort, with the whining of Draco in the last part of that chapter of one of his other works. Those are not the clearest examples, but they are the best ones I have to hand. But again, this is just me nitpicking, and I believe his strengths as a writer far outweigh this.



[15]

If I had to describe the most prominent of her writing idiosyncrasies, I would say— people often, when talking, will pause to collect their thoughts, or to otherwise express them, right, and this leads to a spoken pause which is not normally delineated by any sort of punctuation. But when Lintamande writes a character saying something emotional, there is like a 50% chance it will follow the pattern of “states that they’re about to say/think the thing; [dramatic pause emphasized by punctuation or a paragraph break]; a very long paragraph navel gazing about the thing.” Your taste will vary, but I find this rather charming, though I would probably cease to do so if it became more common among writers.






Marriage

Why review marriage? A few reasons:


	Marriage is likely someone's longest relationship with a (hopefully) non-blood relative, excluding childhood friendships, which often peter out anyway.

	Marriage contributes significantly to stable childhoods and less messed-up young adults.

	Marriage has taken a hit among younger generations, and predictably, so have rates of childbirth.

	Marriage provides meaning, stability, and safety for those involved.

	Marriage has been happening for a long time, and people generally don't keep doing stupid things so consistently for so long.



Background

My two-year anniversary came and went faster than I would've thought possible. I'm well outside the honeymoon phase, if I were ever in it considering we didn't take one. Things are going well in my marriage, though we are dealing with nonstandard relationship issues. I am from the United States, while my wife is German. She wants to live in Germany. I want to live here. She wants to be close to her parents, and I don't share that compulsion—nothing against my parents! She speaks English, but I don't speak German (yet).

These are interesting—sometimes frustrating—realities that we are managing in addition to the usual suspects, and I think that's enough background for me to continue.

Detractors

Let's start with skepticism, sometimes hostility, toward marriage. I see two main group of skeptics: 1) younger people who deride it as something like a patriarchal, tyrannical vestige of bygone days when women were trapped and men the trappers; and 2) older people jaded by failed relationships, including failed marriages. I understand the rationale driving the second group. It makes sense. At least they learned from real experience. I disagree with their conclusions however. Pessimism, throwing the baby out with the bathwater, and nihilism (in more extreme cases) aren't solutions to the problems that beset the original marriages and relationships. The first group, though, is a mess, one I have seen up close and personal. Younger people questioning the wisdom of marriage are proclaiming their naivety, not insight.

People can and do have a choice. Maybe that's all we have. Getting married is an important choice, maybe the most important choice. Regurgitating trite postmodern-inflected, so-called criticisms of marriage is tossing that choice in the dirt and spitting on it. Taking time to find a worthy partner or being choosy isn't what I'm talking about, though I have heard about many younger women struggling with these in modern America. That's a different review. What I'm talking about is the rejection of the idea of marriage for essentially dumb, emotional reasons.

Benefits

Marriage is a legal contract (an important one!), yet it's so much more. Saying “my wife” or “my husband” is a strangely good feeling. Waking up every morning next to someone who can't dump you via text for whatever reason or ghost you is a nontrivial plus in today's world. Regularly having sex and not having to worry about STDs is a relief. Pregnancy on the other hand… The standard deduction for married couples filing jointly doesn't hurt. Building a series of inside jokes, which function to reinforce the marital bond and provide much-needed levity, is one of my favorite things. We have our own two-person language, and it's only been two years. Imagine what five years will bring.

Commitment is key

As an introvert, I understand that commitment can be burdensome. How much do I really want to attend happy hour after work? And it's on a Thursday? Should I say “Maybe I'll come” when asked? Would I be lying? Yes, so I don't lie. “Not today.”

At the same time, I understand the power of commitment, of saying something and meaning it. That's related to reputation, reliability, and other important things. I am committed to my work. I am committed to my personal interests. Why would I commit myself to my then-girlfriend? Of course I would. I did. By the way, I can recommend Blue Nile for the hesitant ring shopper as well: good prices, good selections, easy to understand, online, no pressure. Full disclosure: I don't receive any money from the company.

Commitment isn't easy, not always, nor is it meant to be. I also don't enjoy waking up early for work and spending over an hour commuting. I do, however, enjoy the benefits: the money, being productive, spending time with (some of) my colleagues. Likewise, I enjoy the benefits of commitment to my wife and our marriage. We are building something together, and we're in it together, strapped in on side-by-side seats of a roller coaster we can't stop, one with ups and downs, fast parts and slow parts, moments of terror and moments of joy. As a matter of fact, my wife wakes up early to drive me to the bus station because we only have one car. That's a sign of her commitment, and I love her for it.

I think the main obstacle to marriage other than miseducation is that younger people will have a harder time making connections in the physical world that lead to marriages compared to older generations. And in the online world, the hit rate is still pretty low, and dating apps come with serious downsides that exacerbate many of the issues arising from miseducation. I don't have a solution for these problems, except one.

I recommend marriage to unmarried people close to me, not in an annoying way. I'm tactical. Mention it, the benefits and sometimes the downsides because the truth matters. Don't overdo it. Tailor the message to the person. This is an effective approach because I promote marriage to people close to me, though I'm obviously branching out with this review.

Some people will swear against marriage, and that's fine. Many people still smoke, let alone do other, less deadly stupid stuff. My concern is that these people will realize their foolishness eventually, and it may be too late, or at least they missed out on years of joy and stability and progress.

My grandparents were married for well over 50 years before my grandma passed away. That blows my mind. That's commitment.




Martial Arts Review: Muay Thai and Brazilian Jiu Jitsu

To review martial arts writ large is untenable. Ways and methods vary. At its base fighting breaks down into two categories: the striking arts and the grappling arts.  Yes, there are others, various disciplines with weapons and whatnot but the brunt of unarmed combat is either hitting someone or wrestling them. The best example of each category can represent the whole. In the martial arts world, meander as you like, you will eventually bump up against two truths. For knocking someone around, Muay Thai is considered the acme of knowledge. For strangling someone, Brazilian Jiu Jitsu takes top honors. Here is what you want to know. In a technical sense ‘martial arts’ can refer to any type of fighting but for my purposes here I’m going to use the term to connote only non-western, unarmed forms of combat.

Esteemed Reader: But Brazil is in the western hemisphere...

Humble Reviewer: Yes, very observant, indulge me.

Esteemed Reader: I’m not sure I want to be strangling anyone.

Humble Reviewer: Don’t be so sure.  In any case, there is plenty to do besides that.

Muay Thai

Apocryphal story one.

American servicemen return from World War Two, or maybe the Korean conflict. The Pacific Theater exposed them to specifically East-Asian forms of fighting. For a populace reared on Marquis De Queensbury boxing this exotic fare lit the imagination.  Kicking? Unheard of.  Esoteric hand strikes? Spectacular.  Bizarre nomenclature with quasi-religious mysticism? Sign me up.

Notions of Asian martial arts as real-world superpowers came to dominate the western psyche. The ol’ one-two paled beside a Korean Dwi Chagi, or Back Kick. To the average Westerner jumping rope and hitting the sandbag were plebeian compared to harnessing Chi power to smash sheets of ice.  The Chinese Chi, (Ki in Japanese or Korean) refers to one’s inner power.  To a native speaker it could be conceptualized as a person’s vitality. To the excited Westerner it denoted a mystical force harnessed to destroy bricks.

ER: Oh,will we be learning to smash bricks?

HR: Not a chance. You’ll develop the necessary skill set but put it to better use.  Brick smashing is passe_._

Now, bear with me for a little more history.

Foreign terminology added mystery. Elaborate training garments, and a belted ranking system offered novelty. Throw in the putative ability to disarm thugs and your local Karate school becomes an unbeatable market force. The commercialization was incredible. Strip malls proliferated with schools of every type. New denominations springing up like churches, usually with the same credulous devotion. Movies and television took an interest.

Depictions of the Asian fighting arts came in dribs and drabs.  A front kick here, a neck chop there, and a few ninja in You Only Live Twice. Soon you had the makings of something big.  A tipping point was reached in 1973 with Bruce Lee’s seminal Enter the Dragon.  From that point on it was full steam ahead for martial arts in the media.  East Asian fighting systems went from a casual mention to becoming their own genre. Enjoy a few kicks in your fight scenes?  Have an all-kick-action-flick.  This spawned its own sub genres, the kung-fu movie and the ninja movie being virulent examples.  By the nineteen-eighties martial arts had gone mainstream.  Every kid on every block was training, and those who weren’t stood in awe of those who did.

Esteemed Reader: Mildly interesting, but I thought this was about Muay Thai and Jiu Jitsu?

Humble Reviewer: We’ll get there, remember all this took a long time. From nineteen fifty to nineteen-eighty five, plus or minus. These years set the course for martial arts as we know it today, and how we know what works.

The public consciousness began to absorb the idea of someone with a black belt as unstoppable. White pajamas with a black band at the waist and you were consecrated; a titan of combat. A sort of real-life movie character, philosophically adept, physically deadly and emotionally balanced. This ideation soon hit a wall called Mixed-Martial-Arts.


ER: You mean this is about the UFC?

HR: No, but it makes a cameo.



For years it seemed as though the effectiveness of the arts were directly tied to their rarity.  Over the four-decade period from the nineteen fifties to the nineteen nineties, every country Westerners had never (or barely) heard of brought forth its peculiar method of dispatching foes.  It wasn’t just enough to know Karate. Rather, you told people you did Shito-Ryu, or Kyokushin.  Not to be outdone, Kung-fu was no longer just Kung-Fu but Wing Chun, Lama-Pai, or Ba-Gua-Chang.  People trained in Hapkido, Tang Soo Do, the list goes on, and on.  North America, as is its wont, cobbled many of these into bespoke, hybrid styles.  North Americans love a mash-up, it is a rubric where we own the field.

The next step in this progression was obvious.  Which one was the deadliest?  Could the guy in black silk defeat the fellow in white cotton?  Was a leopard fist more effective than the ridge hand?  Competitive types hopped on this train tout suite.  Soon tournaments were taking place in every city with a martial arts club, though there was a catch: because no gloves were worn and these arts were so ostensibly dangerous, the tournaments were fought under ‘no contact’ rules.  The idea being that each fighter would stop their technique an inch or so from impact and that both competitors were assumed to understand the (theoretically) terrible consequences of the landed blow.   Some of you can already see where this is going.

An aside - martial arts are useful; they are not magic. Martial arts practice will make you more capable, not invincible.  You can still be beaten up.  There are no guarantees, just better odds. An old saying goes that, “The good citizen and the desperado do not meet on equal terms”, this is true.  Someone who is highly aggressive and intent on harm has an inherent advantage.  Mr. Multiple Felon is not only tougher than Average Joe but more sadistic. An instigator of assaults is undeterred by the colored cincture at your waist.  This is an advantage akin to holding the high ground, and we all saw how that worked for Anakin Skywalker.  Keep this in mind as we return to late 1960s and early ‘70s North America.

Hapkido vs. Kyokushin.  Bak Hawk Pai vs. Kenpo. X vs. Y.

A typical conversation:

-My style is best.

-No, mine!

-Prove it.

-We use more kicking.  Kicking is better because the legs are stronger than the arms and you can keep your distance.

-Our hand techniques are best because we train to kill with a single blow!

-But you won’t hit me with that blow.

-My footwork will get me close and then you’re dead.

-No, you are!

-Come hit me bro.

Thus, spawned Full Contact.  Keep the Karate pants but put on boxing gloves and see whose style is really superior. What ensued was a truly Western creation.  Something on par with California Maki, Pineapple Chicken Balls, or the wholly invented, Crab Rangoon. A formation loosely based on an extant idea from the East, seasoned to a North American taste. Fusion cuisine with kicks. The result, if one has never seen it, was artless brawling more akin to a playground fight than any ritualized art. Invariably the winners of these exchanges tended to be the fighter with...wait for it...the better boxing.  In retrospect, it turns out that Jack Dempsy and Joe Louis were onto something.

The practical case for standing toe to toe while throwing a flurry of blows is quite strong. This is especially true if the only kicking allowed is above the waist (more on this in a minute).  Most of these early bouts degenerated into (extremely) low quality boxing matches, with the competitors foregoing anything fancy and opting instead for a brutality untrammeled by technique. So badly did these early matches retrogress that their various governing bodies had to implement specific rules to ensure that fighters used something other than their fists.  A common example: an eight kick per round minimum with all kicks above the waist.

This led to at least some semblance of martial arts being maintained.  It also led to anyone who understood fighting to deride the Karate folk as ineffective wannabes. I refer you here to our earlier aside about those preternaturally tough souls who require little to no training.  Full Contact Karate, as it was commonly called, only served to reinforce their derision for these non-western ways of fighting.

Enter Muay Thai.

Finally, you say.

It turns out that all this experimentation had been done before.  At least four-hundred years before.  The Thais, back when their country was called Siam and the British were still agents of empire, had already figured out the best rule set for ring fighting.  You see, one of the problems with Full Contact was its insistence on above the waist kicking.  The difficulty for the kicker lay in the fact that a kick above the waist can be absorbed pretty well on the arms, allowing a defender to close the distance and pound away with fists.  Another difficulty is that a kick above the waist, while moderately dangerous, is easy to see coming. This is why there was the kick minimum, without it there is not much reason to kick – at least above the waist.  It is why skilled boxers didn’t think much of the Full contact guys.  Kicks made exclusively above-the-waist (barring a successful head kick)  leave you off balance and vulnerable to damage. You also tend to only get one before the puncher can close the distance and let you have it with a few fists to the face. The cost to benefit ratio is unfavorable.  Kicks had become (almost) counterproductive.  The Thais knew this back when Adam Smith was making his case for the free hand of the market.

Speaking of a free hand, Muay Thai came to allow for free everything.  No minimum kicks, and no prohibition on kicking the legs. No limits on grappling either, at least while the combatants remained standing.  That is one thing about the Marquis De Queensbury rules.  Fighters will tie each other up with their arms as a form of protection, buying time before the referee breaks them apart.  Muay Thai took the attitude of “Why stop there?”  These fights not only allowed for upright grappling but took things two steps further, knees to the body and head were included, along with that most forbidden of techniques, the elbow.  Thus, it came about that when Western fighters wanted to see whose style was really the best, Thailand was ready with open arms.  You want to use only punches?  No problem.  Your style is hands at your waist and only kicking? Step right this way. Repeated flowery spins? Stances low, and stances wide? Be my guest.  The Thais took on all comers.

Now to the meat of it all.  Why is Muay Thai so effective?  A part of the reason is the aforementioned ruleset. Minimal rules allowed for a natural Darwinian experiment in combat.  Enough fights over enough years and the best system began to emerge.   Small evolutions began to pay big dividends in a fight.  For instance, the Muay Thai roundhouse uses the lowest part of the shin bone as its striking surface, as opposed to the instep of the foot, which is most common in other arts.  ACX readers are savvy folk and will have sussed out that hitting someone with one thick bone is safer and more effective than using nineteen or so small ones.

Next is an emphasis on kicking the leg.  This is not something to be underestimated. At first glance kicking someone in the calf, or thigh may seem an ineffective means of self-defense. In reality it is debilitating.  Apart from the pain involved (on par with smacking a hammer into your thumb), these kicks affect ambulation.  Fighting, be it ring or street, requires good movement and a solid base.  Several sharp hits to the thigh play havoc with walking.  If you cannot stand, you cannot fight.  Ever capable, Muay Thai has come up with a way to deal with this problem, it is known as a ‘leg check’.  Leg checking involves meeting an incoming kick with the thick upper part of the shin.  Bone on bone.  At speed.

ER: Wait! That sounds incredibly painful.  Why, I once smacked my shin into a coffee table in the dark, and let me tell you...

HR: Yes, it is absolutely painful.  At least until you get used to it.

ER: That doesn’t sound like something I want to get used to.

HR: No kidding.  Keep reading.

The advantage of stopping a kick with your shin is twofold.  One, the defender gets to keep the hands up high, protecting the head.  This is essential.  Two, as painful as it is to be bashed about the shins, one can still move about and stand properly.  Because the muscles of the thigh are not affected one remains ‘ring effective’.

Another aside -  One aspect of effective martial arts is that they accomplish multiple objectives with a single action.  In this case protecting both head and body while simultaneously damaging an attacker.  True martial arts are replete with little moments like this, and it is one of my favorite things about them.

Other Muay Thai weapons also pay big dividends.  Case in point: the elbow.

ER: That sounds dangerous.

HR: Yes. Perhaps even the most dangerous way of hitting someone in all of fighting.  Consider how even kick fighting came to be sanctioned with relatively little push back, but allowing combat sports with elbow strikes took decades longer. Kickboxing was sanctioned by the nineteen seventies. It was the new millennium before elbows became standard fare.  The elbow is disallowed in nearly every endeavor, even the rougher ones. Football, Basketball, Hockey, all prohibit this limb. I don’t Golf but it's probably not allowed there either.  Polite society frowns on striking someone with your elbow.

The elbow is superb at transferring force. There is the earlier comparison of one big bone versus several smaller ones.  If further proof is required, consider the last time you went for a massage and the masseuse, unable to release a knot with hands alone, resorted to leaning on you with an elbow.    I await your rebuttal.

Another game changer, the knee. A doubled knee to the sternum is a serious problem. A common analogy for this particular strike is being hit by a car.  This may or may not be exaggerated.  Beyond doubt, the result of a well-timed knee is shocking.  You cannot stand.  You cannot think.  Voluntarily breathing seems out of reach.  The knee is a handy tool for serious altercations.

The clinch is a fundamental element of Muay Thai. The clinch is a vice grip on the neck. Control the neck and head, you control everything else. Grab the back of the head with both hands. From here, hold your foe immobile and drive your knees into the body or face.  How is this on the receiving end? Unpleasant, painful, and intimidating are the sort of words that come to mind.  Betting odds favor the fighter with the superior clinch six to four.  Once you have gripped someone about the neck it is virtually impossible for them to hit you.  Saturday night tough guys are effectively neutered.

ER: OK, but do I want to do Muay Thai?

HR: If you mean getting in the ring, to batter, and be battered?  Almost certainly not.

Actual competition, even at the amateur level, is grueling, and dangerous. Anyone not already so inclined is unlikely to find it rewarding . The rounds are three minutes long and there are five of them.  The breaks for amateurs are one minute long, and for professionals, two minutes long. Think between two and four television commercials.   At the end of a TV movie, when advertisements come on with increasing frequency, this may seem like a long time.  When your chest is heaving, your legs welted, and sweat runs off of you like snowmelt, two minutes pass like light posts on the freeway.

Fighters prepare for months for their fifteen minutes in the ring. Running, sparring, jumping rope, shadow boxing, working heavy bags, training on the pads, the list goes on. Several hours of training, at least five days per week is required to be minimally competitive, even at the amateur level.

In return for all this you receive lumps, contusions, burning lungs, and possibly a small trophy.  That’s it ---almost. The cheering of a large crowd is heady and no wonder some become addicted to it. Even a few hundred people shouting your name is a memorable experience. You will also gain the admiration of your peers. They may think you unbalanced but you won’t be openly denigrated.  Invariably, everyone respects someone who will climb into that ring.

Final and most important aside- this is about potential damage to your body and brain.  Damage to your body, as a result of Muay Thai, will be minimal, impermanent, and you will almost always be stronger afterwards.  Damage to the brain is a different matter.  Brain damage from training is not the problem.  Damage from ring fighting, or even sparring, is a real thing.  Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE) doesn’t affect everyone, but the risks certainly outweigh the benefits. For ACX readers this strikes me as a particular concern.  Anyone who gets hit repeatedly in the head, even with subconcussive blows, risks this sort of damage.  It is a serious concern that bears mentioning.

ER: You aren’t selling me on this.  I have an advanced degree, and my peers already respect me.

HR: Good point.  Remember, this is a review, not a sales pitch.

ER: Still, is there anything else beyond being beaten up to the cheers of the arena?

HR: Glad you asked.

Recreational Muay Thai is a great time.  Yes, you will still suffer some discomfort, but it is bearable and rewarding.  No need to get hit.  You learn effective self-defense, increase your cardiovascular fitness, and improve your physique.  You may even attain that most desired status symbol, visible abdominals. Flexibility is also worth a mention.  For anyone who sits at a desk all day, the increased range of motion alone makes it worthwhile. It will make you a better dancer too.  Footwork is de rigure.   Then there is the confidence that comes with being dangerous. Negative day to day interactions are of less consequence.  You attain that mental edge of the arduously trained.  You improve mobility, balance, and all of those other markers of healthy aging. No CTE required.

ER: Couldn’t I just do the dancing and yoga?

HR: Yes, but you would miss out on the ability to deal effectively with footpads.

ER: I don’t cross paths with many footpads...

HR: Fair. I refer you to the adage of a warrior in a garden vs. a gardener in a war.  Muay Thai contains a set of skills which, in aggregate, translate well to many areas of life.  In any case, it's time to learn some Jujitsu.

Jujitsu

Back in the time of the samurai…


ER: Oh not more history.

HR:  I’ll be brief.



Apocryphal story II

Jujitsu developed as a sort of last-ditch fighting style for a soldier who had lost his sword. How best to disarm a katana? Lock a joint and force it to move the wrong way.  How best to fight in bulky armor?  Close the distance and take them to the ground.  No fancy footwork or spin kicking required.  It is difficult to swing a sword while rolling in the dirt.  Rolling in the dirt with a broken limb, even more so.

A few centuries later, when the epoch of the horse and blade had well passed, a man named Jigoro Kano took all the striking and most of the chokes and locks out of this style to make a martial art suitable for school kids.  We now call this Judo, the gentle art, and you have no doubt heard of it.  It is even in the Olympics.

Jujitsu as we think of it today comes from Judo, by way of Brazil.  Legend goes that some time back in the nineteen-thirties, Mitsuyo Maeda, a student of Kano himself, came to Brazil to participate in Judo exhibition matches.  A businessman named Gastao Gracie hired Maeda to teach his children.  One of these children, Helio, was smaller than his brothers and was forced to adapt the art to keep up with them.  He focused not on the throws of judo, rather on its methods for controlling the joints and attacking the neck.  In short, his developments revolutionized the world of combat sports.

The Gracie clan, as they are sometimes known, began taking on all comers in the same manner as the Thais a few paragraphs back.  Tae Kwon Do, KickBoxing, Esoteric-Fighting-Style-#6, whatever.  They were willing to fight quiet anyone.  They issued a standing challenge to all other styles.  Eventually this challenge led to a series of events known in Portuguese as ‘Vale Tudo’, literally anything goes. People came from all over the world to try their hand in this new arena. This was the progenitor of what we now call Mixed Martial Arts.


ER: Oh, this is the part with the UFC

HR: This is the part with the UFC.



In the domain of martial arts movies there exists a seminal offering known as Bloodsport. Perhaps you have seen it. The main plot involves a secret underground fighting tournament. Martial artists of various styles travel across the world to prove their mettle against one another in fictional, no rules championship. By the late nineteen-eighties style vs. style fighting was everywhere in media. Apart from movies and television, video games became enamored with this same idea. Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat are prominent examples. The idea of this kind of ‘No Holds Barred’ tournament percolated for so long, in the minds of so many, that in nineteen-ninety three it finally made pay per view.  The first UFC was like nothing before seen and to the surprise of everyone but the Gracie family, Jujitsu came out on top. Every fight, even those whose participants without a grappling background, and who had every intention of remaining standing, ended up on the mat.  Suddenly the effectiveness of intricate hand and foot positions was usurped by the effectiveness of toeholds and triangle chokes.  Thus spawned the world of mixed martial arts as we know it today. Enter the supreme grappling art: Brazilian Jiu Jitsu.

Jujitsu, or BJJ comes in two flavors, Gi and No Gi. Gi is the name of the uniform, a thick cotton number cinched at the waist by a canvas belt.  A typical Karate or Judo get up gives just the picture.  In practice the difference between Gi and no Gi is significant.  Wearing the Gi makes the match much slower and more intricate.  Cerebral even.  Gi Jujitsu is often compared to chess, a methodical exchange of strategies and positions.  Playing in the Gi, one may use either player’s clothing to both control and submit an opponent.  A typical example here is using the lapel or collar of the uniform as a choke across the neck.  You will never look at a blazer the same way again.

No Gi is a faster game.  Players usually wear tight fitting shorts and a rash-guard, a thin wetsuit looking shirt.  A tight-fitting rash-guard paired with matching compression shorts evokes the superhero, and no doubt many people enjoy the comparison. Fit people look even more incredible in spandex.  Without lapels, a belt, or thick pants to grab onto, athleticism plays a much greater role.  This aspect of the sport is much more explosive and a little more fun, though it is well understood that the highest form of the art is the Gi game and all serious players learn it.

ER: Sure, thank you, but do I want to do jujitsu?

HR: Maybe, yes. It is lower impact than Muay Thai and effective for defense.  Here’s how it works:

Combat takes place in roughly three parts.  The first phase is akin to college wrestling.  Grabbing the opponent by one leg, grabbing the opponent around both legs, swinging your opponent to the ground, that sort of thing.  The full complement of Judo throws are also available. A successful throw is a confidence booster. Engineer a hip toss, with its satisfying thump on the mats  and you feel terribly capable.

The second aspect of BJJ comes on the ground, when you work to secure a favorable position.  Your opponent will be trying to tie you up with their arms and legs, wrapping their legs around your waist in a position called ‘The Guard’.  There are various types of guard, but for our purpose we need only discuss one, the Full Guard.  A proper Guard prevents your attacker from getting into a position where they can rain blows onto your supine form.  It is difficult to throw an effective punch when you are pulled chest to chest with someone on the floor.  The Guard is not merely defensive, but also serves as a launching point for various submissions.

The best part of Jujitsu is the submission. Getting a submission is a fantastic feeling.  You have someone in a position where you could do serious damage, tear ligaments maybe, or cut off blood to the brain. Yet, you are able to apply the pressure so slowly and with such control, that they can signal you to stop, and no one is hurt.  Another feeling that can become addictive. A sampler plate of submissions includes: The Guillotine, a neck choke named after the famous method of execution; the arm-bar, a joint lock where you straighten your opponent’s elbow past its natural range of motion; and the triangle choke, wrapping your legs around your opponent’s head and one arm, locking one ankle behind the opposite knee – the opponent is then trapped in the ‘triangle’ formed by your legs.  Victory comes soon after.

If you’ve never experienced it, the feeling of being clambered over, locked up at the knees or shoulders and forced to submit is disconcerting and humbling.  A common euphamism holds that for the uninitiated, ground fighting is like being dragged into the ocean without knowing how to swim.  It is an apt analogy.

Immobilizing someone larger than yourself is uncommonly rewarding. There is a real elegance in leverage judiciously applied .  BJJ’s benefits include the complementary twins of high intensity and low impact. Laying on your back and  rolling over yourself changes core strength significantly. Likewise, your point of view, the threat of slipping or falling diminishes when you do it several times a week.. The human body is remarkably durable, remarkably vulnerable.  You will know both sides of this. You gain a library of practical methods to control and disable. Fortunately for your assailant, most of these cause no permanent damage at all.  From a liability standpoint, BJJ is unmatched.

You won’t be hit in BJJ, though limbs sometimes flail about.  Like many endeavours, it is the novice who is most dangerous.  Anyone remotely good will protect you and let you work.  People compete even into old age, without the danger of repeated blows to the head.  There may be a risk of knee or shoulder damage but these are on par with any other contact sport, and frankly, not a few non-contact sports (I’m looking at you, figure skating).

ER: So, no CTE?


HR: No CTE. Being struck at all is not a part of the rule set.

ER: Sounds more appealing already.  What’s the drawback?



From a pure combat point of view the drawbacks are twofold.  1) fighting on your feet offers advantage against multiple opponents (I know, you don’t even plan to have one opponent.), in many settings it is preferable to remain standing.  2) Without strikes of its own, Brazilian Jujitsu leaves one vulnerable to being knocked out by a punch or kick. Still, for the average person, these drawbacks are almost immaterial.  Most people never have to use these skills.

The real drawback: Cauliflower ears.  Repeated instances of grinding and pressing with your head (a necessary part of grappling) will cause your ears to bend and fold and develop scar tissue.  Disconcertingly visible scar tissue. People will take notice when you are first introduced.  Now, some folks really go in for this, wearing minor disfigurement as a badge of honor. A jungle level warning. Fair enough, though I do not imagine it helps your dating life. Nor say, a career as a newscaster.  It is possible to protect your ears with a wrestler’s ear protection, but  in practice this is almost never done.  Most serious players consider cauliflowering to be a badge of accomplishment, which it is.


ER: So, do I want to do this?

HR: Maybe.  It is safer and less painful than Muay Thai.



BJJ competition has a much lower ‘buy in’ than Muay Thai.  Because the matches are so much less demanding on the body and especially the brain. You can train a few hours a week and still compete as a hobbyist. Even if you decline to compete, a mere six months of classes will have you feeling very capable. You will be privy to knowledge that is rare, procured only through work, and cannot be taken away. ‘Rolling’ - those practice matches in class - will give you an earned confidence that translates well to everyday endeavors. Contusions are minimal  and your limbs mostly stay in working order.

ER: So... Should I dedicate several hours a week learning to disassemble people?

HR: Let’s break it down. Here is your personalized review of the martial arts.

Muay Thai as a competitive ring sport for the average person:

We’ve never met, but at a guess, ring fighting is not for you. There is not much to recommend here, unless you are already interested in ring sports. If that is the case, it is easily the king of them.  Competitive Muay Thai can be described as exciting, dangerous, low paid, adrenaline inducing, dangerous, painful, viscerally thrilling, potentially addictive, and of course, dangerous.

Your rating, 2/5 stars

Muay Thai as a recreational endeavor for the average person:

Here there is more meat on the bone. The sheer variety of training methods is a useful hedge against the boredom of a typical gym.  No mindless weightlifting for you, rather, a wider array of physical skills, more dynamic in their application.  You get flexibility, stamina, and rippling muscles with little danger of facial scarring.  There is always some facet to explore, or rediscover. Tired of kicking?  Punch away.  Ennui with your fists?  Train the clinch, and so on.   You will become confident in ways previously unknown.  Will you single handedly defeat a room of ne'er-do-wells? Unlikely.  A jerk in traffic (I do not endorse fighting in traffic)? Yes, almost certainly.  Will you want to?  You will not.  Your new abilities and attendant confidence will render an argument in traffic, or at the office, far less intense and immediate.  You will not see the world in the same way.  A good buy.

Your rating, 4/5 stars

Muay Thai for your viewing pleasure:

This is value for your dollar. Tickets are reasonably priced. You remain safely in the stands while all the heavy lifting is done in the ring. Fights are fast and exciting.  You will see myriad examples of strength and power, even the uninterested will have a hard time looking away. Kicks are so hard that you can feel them in the stands. Other fighters are fleet and lithe. A fighter like Somrak Kamsing displays a Matrix-movie level of skill. Events are by turns raucous and respectful. If you like sports anyway, this is for you.

Your rating: 3.5/5 stars

Jujitsu as a competitive sport:

This is fun and safe.  You will remain mostly injury free and in fine physical form.  You will also spend a lot of time that could be put to better use sitting on the sidelines, waiting for your match to begin. Bring a book.  Jujitsu tournaments are long slow affairs that can take most of the day.

Your rating: 3/5 stars

Jujitsu as a recreational endeavor:

Jujitsu involves rolling around on the ground.  A lot of rolling around on the ground. Matches invariably end on the floor.  This is not a sport for anyone who is either a germophobe or overly concerned with their personal space.  The entirety of this art involves being pressed up, uncomfortably close to another human.  Competitors find themselves in the intimate positions normally reserved for a third date.  If you can get past this, then it is an effective pursuit for the average person.  Strength, flexibility, confidence, all can be yours for a low monthly fee.  The effort to effectiveness ratio of Brazilian Jujitsu is very favorable.  Even a short time spent on mats gives the upper hand against untrained individuals.  Its effective use of leverage gives it outsized benefit to women in particular.  Sure, many women also excel at the striking arts, but BJJ gives an unbeatable ROI in this regard.

Your rating: 4/5 stars

Watching jujitsu:

Flat no. Not without being an enthusiast yourself. For the outsider this is dull stuff.  Even as an enthusiast I find it remarkably slow.  The Gi matches can be especially monotonous.  It is tough to parse what is happening if you aren’t personally familiar with things like Side Control, or The Mount. The close, pressed up nature of the competition doesn’t leave much room for the viewer. Yes there are exciting scrambles, an athletic vying for position, but these are often few and long stretches of a match consisting of the contestants immobile, waiting for one or the other to tire.  Unlike Muay Thai where even the neophyte can tell who is winning, and a telling blow is self evident, BJJ offers little in the way of viewing pleasure.

Your rating:  1/5 stars.

A recreational combination of Muay Thai and Brazilian Jujitsu:

Hands down the best bang for your buck.  You gain ninja-esque knowledge while avoiding any major injuries or brain damage.  This is the best of both worlds.  Variety, fitness, and a weapon you can bring through the airport. You are not likely to stand one against six, nor even three.  That doesn’t matter, you aren’t the type to look for trouble anyway.  You just want to keep fit and know that if Bill-the-extravert comes across the table, I’m betting on you.

Your rating 4.5/5 stars.




Meditations on Moloch

Link to Meditations on Moloch https://slatestarcodex.com/2014/07/30/meditations-on-moloch/

Link to Destiny Lore Cards https://www.ishtar-collective.net/

Link to Destiny Lore Videos https://www.youtube.com/@MynameisByf/videos


It's so simple. Elegant like a knife point. It explains - this is not hyperbole, this is the farthest thing from exaggeration – EVERYTHING.  Why does anything exist?  No don't reach for that word. There's no 'reason'. That's teleology and teleology will stitch your eyelids shut.

Why do we have atoms? Because atomic matter is more stable than the primordial broth. Atoms defeated the broth. That was the first war. There were two ways to be and one of them won. And everything that came next was made of atoms.  Atoms made stars.  Stars made galaxies. Worlds simmered down to rock and acid and in those smoking primal seas the first living molecule learned to copy itself. All of this happened by the one law, the blind law, which exists without mind or meaning. It's the simplest law but it has no worshippers here.

Imagine three great nations under three great queens. The first queen writes a great book of law and her rule is just. The second queen builds a high tower and her people climb it to see the stars. The third queen raises an army and conquers everything.  The future belongs to one of these queens. Her rule is harshest and her people are unhappy. But she rules.  This explains everything, understand? This is why the universe is the way it is, and not some other way. Existence is a game that everything plays, and some strategies are winners: the ability to exist, to shape existence, to remake it so that your descendants - molecules or stars or people or ideas - will flourish, and others will find no ground to grow.  And as the universe ticks on towards the close, the great players will face each other. In the next round there will be three queens and all of them will have armies, and now it will be a battle of swords - until one discovers the cannon, or the plague, or the killing word.

Everything is becoming more ruthless and in the end only the most ruthless will remain and they will hunt the territories of the night and extinguish the first glint of competition before it can even understand what it faces or why it has transgressed. This is the shape of victory: to rule the universe so absolutely that nothing will ever exist except by your consent. This is the queen at the end of time, whose sovereignty is eternal because no other sovereign can defeat it. And there is no reason for it, no more than there was reason for the victory of the atom. It is simply the winning play.  Of course, it might be that there was another country, with other queens, and in this country, they sat down together and made one law and one tower and one army to guard their borders. This is the dream of small minds: a gentle place ringed in spears.  But I do not think those spears will hold against the queen of the country of armies. And that is all that will matter in the end.



 One of Scott Alexander’s most influential if not most influential essays is _Meditations on Moloch_, in which he uses the Alan Ginsburg poem _Howl_ as a framing device for a discussion on morality, competition, and civilization.  I was already aware of Malthus, The Prisoner’s Dilemma, Tragedy of the Commons, and most of the other individual concepts that Scott discussed, but the synthesis of all of them together and the ultimate consequences of what they mean stunned me.  I was equally surprised when I saw very similar concepts weaved together in the lore of the video game series _Destiny_.  The similarities are so significant that I am surprised that I have not encountered anyone linking them together before now.  Ironically, they also were released very close together as well, July 2014 for Mediations and September 2014 for Destiny 1.   In this essay I will be reviewing/synthesizing/analyzing _Meditations on Moloch_ and the lore of _Destiny_ to try to create a more complete picture of what “Moloch” is and if there is anything that can be done to stop it or bring it in line with our values.

 I will be brief with my summary of _Meditations_ because I assume everyone reading this essay has already read it.  If you have not, I recommend you do so and a link is provided above.  Scott presents the full poem and provides many examples of races-to-the-bottom that illustrate how people can be trapped into a mutually harmful system.  From the essay:


Once one agent learns how to become more competitive by sacrificing a common value, all its competitors must also sacrifice that value or be outcompeted and replaced by the less scrupulous. Therefore, the system is likely to end up with everyone once again equally competitive, but the sacrificed value is gone forever. From a god’s-eye-view, the competitors know they will all be worse off if they defect, but from within the system, given insufficient coordination it’s impossible to avoid.

 The defecting agent could be a business owner over-utilizing a non-renewable resource, a cancer cell deciding to multiply instead of accept apoptosis, a country investing in more military, or any number of other things.  This is not to say that the defecting agent is necessarily evil, as Scott agrees:


I know that “capitalists sometimes do bad things” isn’t exactly an original talking point. But I do want to stress how it’s not equivalent to “capitalists are greedy”. I mean, sometimes they are greedy. But other times they’re just in a sufficiently intense competition where anyone who doesn’t do it will be outcompeted and replaced by people who do. Business practices are set by Moloch, no one else has any choice in the matter.

 The straightforward solution is to have a figure of authority punish the defectors to keep everyone cooperating and better off.  In the examples above that could be government regulations, the immune system, or the United Nations.  However, these institutions are fallible themselves and vulnerable to similar problems.  The immune cells can become cancerous, governments can become overly optimized for staying in power over helping society, and the United Nations can become the United Nations.

 As technology advances these problems will only become worse.  Malthusian over- population is only observed in particular places at particular times, but biological limitations will not stop an AI from brutally reproducing and out-competing any rival located anywhere.  Even without the specter of AI, increased technological power will allow the more ruthless humans to compete and extract value from the world ever more effectively.  Scott believes that superintelligent AI will be developed in the near future and the only solution is to carefully ensure that the first superintelligent AI cares about us and our values.

 The Destiny Series spans 2 games and many DLCs and expansions and has generated tons of interesting lore, but I will be focusing only on the parts most relevant to Moloch.  I will not be reviewing the actual gameplay elements of Destiny, although I have played the game and find the basic gameplay to be solid.  Destiny has an interesting quirk in that a majority of the lore is contained in cards attached to armor and weapons found in-game; I have provided a link to a website that contains all such cards above.

 The player character fights various enemy alien races throughout Destiny, multiple of which share similarities to Moloch.  The Vex are probably the most obvious; they are an advanced mechanical race focused solely on their own survival and expansion throughout the Universe.  They operate as a hive mind and as far as we know do not experience any emotions or have any individual identity (there may be an exception or two deep in the lore and I am not counting the choral Vex here).  The Vex are not particularly unique in fiction or video games, the Borg, Flood, Zerg, Phazon, and Imulsion are all similar factions trying to assimilate all matter.  The misaligned AI that Scott fears would likely resemble the Vex, an intelligent, yet unfeeling and alien intelligence that sees humanity only as possible material that it can repurpose for its own goals; goals which are not in the slightest related to human values.

 The Hive are another enemy species that willingly follow Moloch.  The Hive are insect-like, but ironically very much not a hivemind.  The Hive have individual members with their own feelings, goals, and thoughts.  However, the majority of the time those goals are kill everything, those feelings are feeling good when killing stuff, and those thoughts are I am going to keep killing things.  They call this the sword-logic, the belief that everything that can be destroyed should be destroyed.  I am reminded of the rationalist creed, that which can be destroyed by truth, should be.  The Hive creed is that which can be destroyed by anything, should be.  The Hive wiped out countless other civilizations before reaching Earth, basically just because they wanted to and believed it was right to do so.  The glory of combat and killing is praised throughout their culture, where almost no mention is given of many resources they captured or slaves they now have.  The Vex would likely just ignore you unless your body was the handiest bunch of material in the area for a project they were working on or they thought you were interfering with their project, but the Hive would kill you for the sake of killing.  The Vex follow Moloch because they calculated that it was the most likely method for them to survive indefinitely, the Hive follow Moloch because they enjoy it and believe in it in a religious sense.  Scott summarizes Moloch as the thing offering the bargain, “throw what you love most into the flames, and I can grant you power.”  The Vex can’t love anything, so they accept this bargain; the Hive love throwing things into fire, so they also accept this bargain.  The Hive individual who most faithfully follows the sword logic is Oryx, the Taken King, who I will talk more about later.

 Honestly, the Vex and the Hive are not that unique to popular culture; there are many games, movies, and books with factions resemble one or the other.  It would not be worth writing an essay in this format just to talk about them.  However, Destiny has another character which is completely unique as far as I know.  Moloch, or as he is called in Destiny, The Winnower, is a character himself.  Yes, I do mean the personification of defection and conquest is in the game and talks to the player directly on a somewhat regular basis.  He in no way resembles the monstrous and mindless Moloch from Ginsberg’s poem.  He is surprisingly chatty, personable, and possibly even in possession of a sense of humor and morality.  In his own words:


I am making this offer over and over again, in every tiniest cell and the vastest of civilizations. Let me in. Take what you need. Be at ease. You have no say in the degradation of your telomeres, but in all the interim, the whole world is your sweet silicate shellfish.

You exist because you have been more suited to it than all the others. Steal what you require from another rather than spend the hours to build it yourself. Break foolish rules—why would you love regulation? It serves you to cross lines, and if others needed rules to protect them, then they were not after all worthy of that existence.

 He is shockingly persuasive, so I will quote from him at length.  I honestly can’t say wherever it is a criticism of Mediations that Moloch does not get to speak in his own defense because that might be the last thing we actually want to defend, but I will allow The Winnower to argue his own view here:


Would you tolerate a bomb in your own body, waiting to detonate if you deviated from the needs of society?”

Those who do not exist cannot suffer and are of no account to any viable ethics. If the true path to goodness is the elimination of suffering, then only those who must exist can be allowed to exist.

But imagine the abomination of a world where nothing can end and no choice can be preferred to any other. Imagine the things that would suffer and never die. Imagine the lies that would flourish without context or corrections. Imagine a world without me.

Oryx, my King, my friend. Kick back. Relax. Shrug off that armor, set down that blade. Roll your burdened shoulders and let down your guard. This is a place of life, a place of peace.

Out in the world we ask a simple, true question. A question like, can I kill you, can I rip your world apart? Tell me the truth. For if I don’t ask, someone will ask it of me.  And they call us evil. Evil! Evil means ‘socially maladaptive.’ We are adaptiveness itself.  Ah, Oryx, how do we explain it to them? The world is not built on the laws they love. Not on friendship, but on mutual interest. Not on peace, but on victory by any means. The universe is run by extinction, by extermination, by gamma-ray bursts burning up a thousand garden worlds, by howling singularities eating up infant suns. And if life is to live, if anything is to survive through the end of all things, it will live not by the smile but by the sword, not in a soft place but in a hard hell, not in the rotting bog of artificial paradise but in the cold hard self-verifying truth of that one ultimate arbiter, the only judge, the power that is its own metric and its own source—existence, at any cost. Strip away the lies and truces and delaying tactics they call ‘civilization’ and this is what remains, this beautiful shape.

Your new rule will only make great false cysts of horror full of things that should not exist that cannot withstand existence that will suffer and scream as their rich blisters fill with effluent and rot around them, and when they pop they will blight the whole garden.

Your shoemaker philosopher was right, and it matters more than anything. Sorrow cannot survive death, and it cannot precede birth. Those who exist have moral worth, and those who do not have none.  Think about it. Do you mourn the uncreated? Do you grieve for those who were never born in a nation that never developed around an ideology no one ever imagined on a continent that never formed? No!  And from that self-evident truth, you must raise your eyes to the ultimate revelation: those who cannot sustain their own claim to existence belong to the same moral category as those who have never existed at all.  Existence is the first and truest proof of the right to exist. Those who cannot claim and hold existence do not deserve it. This is the true and only divination, a game whose losers are not just forgotten but are never born at all.  That which cannot claim and hold existence is not real. You do not mourn the unreal. Why should you care for it? Tend it? Guard it?

 The Winnower shows great and earnest affection for Oryx, his most devoted follower among the Hive, and interestingly, also for the player character.  In Universe, this makes sense, as we have spent most of the last 10 years killing a bunch of aliens that were trying to kill us, proving that we deserve to keep on existing.  I believe that the Winnower would prefer that every being in existence to be like Oryx, and Oryx isn’t entirely without virtue.  He earnestly loves his siblings and children, although this love is usually shown by trying to kill them (I don’t know if it’s a strength or weakness of the sword logic that you treat your friends the same as your enemies).  He also appreciates them when they try to kill him.  He even shows admiration for the player character when we kill him for good.  From Oryx:


Sometimes I wonder if I’m a nihilist.  I don’t do much except break things. That’s what they say about me: we could’ve had a great civilization, if it weren’t for that damn Oryx, that damn Hive. They don’t believe in anything but death.  The only way to make something good is to make something that can’t be broken. And the only way to do that is to try to break everything.  I’m glad I learned that the universe runs on death. It’s more beautiful to know.  But I’m lost somewhere strange.  I think that Savathûn and Xivu Arath (his siblings) are trying to steal the tablets from me. They must have cut off my tribute while I was away communing with the Deep. I love them so dearly. No one else is clever or strong enough to try to break me. No one else can give me this gift.  Once, long ago, I killed Xivu Arath on her war moon, and she blew up the whole moon to kill me with her (powerful Hive can survive ordinary death). She was laughing in joy. I laughed too. A whole moon! A whole moon. It was a waste of a moon, but it taught me how to save myself from exploding worlds, which was necessary to fight the Ecumene.  I love mighty Xivu more than a moon loves the tide. I’ll kill her for this. Over and over, forever and ever.  When I get home from my wanderings in the Deep, and I take back my throne, I’m going to have children. That’s what I need.  Sons and daughters to love and kill.

 So, we have one solution to the problem of Moloch; if your values are not compatible with Moloch, change your values so they are.  Problem solved.  You can still experience love, friendship, pride, as long as the basis for all these things is in line with Moloch.  You can conquer and kill out of a deep sense of purpose that you are ending the suffering of those that were not suited to existence.  That you are pushing the universe towards its final shape.  You can earnestly appreciate others when they practice the sword logic, even against you.  


Beyond the player character and their allies, there is another character in Destiny that takes objection to this.  The Witness, who nevertheless is an enemy to the player and allied to the Hive, has a different idea of the perfect universe than The Winnower.  The goal of The Witness is to freeze the universe in place with every being frozen in their greatest moment of success.  I am not sure if every being would get such a good moment, but all the moments we see personally offered are supposed to be the best for that specific person.

 This somewhat resembles Scott’s solution of putting an all-powerful, sympathetic being in charge to shutdown Moloch/The Winnower forever.  I would think that Scott hopes that us lesser beings would maintain our free will, but I don’t know if free will is compatible with a perfectly stable world.  If humans are still free, we could work against each other or against our superintelligent overlord.  A few rogue humans would not be a threat to such an entity, but even once humans are more or less under control the superintelligence would still need to worry about supernova, gamma-ray bursts, aliens, entropy, etc.  Scott says we are only free from Moloch when the whole universe is a garden (both Scott and Destiny love their garden metaphors).  The universe is a big place though (citation needed).  Even if we make a benevolent and superintelligent AI, there is still a long way to go before the whole universe is under control, if that is even physically possible.  And if it is not, the AI is going to need to devote some of its resources to expansion, protection, and research forever, potentially letting Moloch back in if the AI decides its survival is uncertain and it needs to trade against our human values for its own power or survival.  There is the additional complication that “human values” is undefined and no matter what is proposed a large group of humans is going to strongly disagree with those values.  The Witness can only be confident in its ultimate victory because of the Destiny Universe magic system, but an AI in the real universe could never be 100% sure that it is safe to tend the garden now.

 The player character fights just as hard against The Witness’ plan for a static universe as they do against The Winnower aligned enemies.  The characters in the game, and likely people in the real world, do not accept eternal frozen happiness as a reasonable end point to the universe.  It is unclear what an acceptable end point would be, besides Moloch is bad and stasis, even good stasis, is bad.  I wonder if no Moloch is as bad as total Moloch, and think back to the The Winnower’s words of what we would get without him, “great false cysts of horror full of things that should not exist that cannot withstand existence that will suffer and scream as their rich blisters fill with effluent and rot around them.”  Seems like an accurate description of a future where everyone is wire-headed into pods and have no real challenges.

 I have been taking the Destiny lore at face value, but what is plausible in a video game may not be plausible in real life.  Would a society structured like the Hive, based on relentless competition and violence, actually be able to function for any length of time?  Who is teaching the young, growing food, and building the spaceships if their whole philosophy is take, don’t build?  How can they fight wars against advanced civilizations while fighting amongst themselves at the same time?  Sometimes The Winnower seems to be making this point, emphasizing mutual interest and adaptability in addition to theft and violence, but it is not really explored so far in the lore.

 Defecting seems great at first when you can take advantage of others, but a society of nothing but defectors can’t accomplish anything.  The cancer cells are having a great time until their host dies and all the cancer dies with them, where the noncancerous cells in someone else get to pass their genes onto the next generation.  There is a balance here, where the defector may outcompete other members of their own group, but weaken their group and allow something outside to defeat the whole group.  Competition between groups forces cooperation within groups.  Is there an out here?  I am not sure.  I am tempted to propose that unifying all sentient beings into one group and having them compete against an eternal enemy like death or suffering is the play, but I am reminded of the Winnower’s words, “Would you tolerate a bomb in your own body, waiting to detonate if you deviated from the needs of society?”  I would have to answer no.  However, maybe if I had more faith in society I would answer differently.  Alternatively, if the question is asked a little differently, “would you be willing to tolerate a bomb in your own body, waiting to detonate if you deviated from the needs of your loved ones?”  I might be willing to say yes, and I can easily imagine many people doing so.  Therefore, perhaps the best thing to do is to make a society of all loved ones that is worth planting a bomb in yourself for.  Of course, then the next problem is going to be the society that I think is worth it is going to be a dystopian nightmare for someone else.

 So where does that leave us?  We presumably don’t want to mindlessly follow Moloch like the Vex, probably don’t want to whole-heartedly embrace Moloch like the Hive, and we can’t trust or don’t want to let The Witness or a benevolent AI lock us into an artificial utopia.  In the real world there is no law of nature that one of these things must happen, though.  We can continue bumbling around as we have done previously.  If we are sufficiently isolated in the universe to not have to worry about anyone else showing up, it is just us humans and our creations running the show.  And each individual person can always choose to not defect.  You may make less money or lose that election, but Moloch is just an idea.  He cannot make you defect, you can still choose not to, even if it is the suboptimal play.  Scott said, “(Sometimes) they’re just in a sufficiently intense competition where anyone who doesn’t do it will be outcompeted and replaced by people who do.”  The key part of that sentence is “replaced by people who do.”  Well, there are only several billion people to pick from, what if none of them will do?  Probably over-optimistic of me, but this is still a game of human choice, and nothing says that money or victory or power must be a terminal value.  The Winnower would argue differently, saying that anyone who does not pursue these things will be ruled by someone who does.  But how many people do you know personally that are only concerned with power?  And do those people even seem to be any better at obtaining it or using it than people who have other values?  I imagine the reader is picturing the most prominent member of their least favorite political party right now and thinking I am full of it, but you are also probably thinking that politician is pretty dumb and not doing a great job of accomplishing even their own goals.  I can say from my own personal view I get more satisfaction out of kindness and honesty than any kind of material success, and I would hope most people feel the same way.  I view defeating Moloch as a greater victory than any that I could achieve by following Moloch.

 I suppose I should summarize with an actual review of these works.  _Meditations on Moloch_ is an excellent essay.  The arguments are well-reasoned and easy to understand, and the poem adds vivid imagery and structure, unifying the whole picture.  My only quibbles are that the poem makes Moloch seem purely a function of civilization when it is just as present in the natural world, and that Scott’s solution seems pretty weak.  But it is an almost universal problem that describing an issue is easier than solving it.

 Destiny probably has the best and most in-depth lore of any video game I have ever played.  It has been years since I have played the game itself and I am still following the story and lore as soon as it is released.  I have only touched on a small fraction of it here, there’s a whole story inspired by Roto’s Basilisk, just Savathûn could be another essay of this length, and countless other events going on throughout the game and in the background.  I am very curious to know where the writers got the inspiration for The Winnower, and if they view him as an ordinary video game villain or take him as seriously as I have done.





Mice, Mechanisms, And Dementia

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]


“The scientific paper is a ‘fraud’ that creates “a totally misleading narrative of the processes of thought that go into the making of scientific discoveries.”



This critique comes not from a conspiracist on the margins of science, but from Nobel laureate Sir Peter Medawar. A brilliant experimentalist whose work on immune tolerance laid the foundation for modern organ transplantation, Sir Peter understood both the power and the limitations of scientific communication.

Consider the familiar structure of a scientific paper: Introduction (background and hypothesis), Methods, Results, Discussion, Conclusion. This format implies that the work followed a clean, sequential progression: scientists identified a gap in knowledge, formulated a causal explanation, designed definitive experiments to fill the gap, evaluated compelling results, and most of the time, confirmed their hypothesis.

Real lab work rarely follows such a clear path. Biological research is filled with what Medawar describes lovingly as “messing about”: false starts, starting in the middle, unexpected results, reformulated hypotheses, and intriguing accidental findings. The published paper ignores the mess in favour of the illusion of structure and discipline. It offers an ideal version of what might have happened rather than a confession of what did.

The polish serves a purpose. It makes complex work accessible (at least if you work in the same or a similar field!). It allows researchers to build upon new findings.

But the contrived omissions can also play upon even the most well-regarded scientist’s susceptibility to the seduction of story. As Christophe Bernard, Director of Research at the Institute of Systems Neuroscience (Marseilles, Fr.) recently explained,


“when we are reading a paper, we tend to follow the reasoning and logic of the authors, and if the argumentation is nicely laid out, it is difficult to pause, take a step back, and try to get an overall picture.”



Our minds travel the narrative path laid out for us, making it harder to spot potential flaws in logic or alternative interpretations of the data, and making conclusions feel far more definitive than they often are.

Medawar’s framing is my compass when I do deep dives into major discoveries in translational neuroscience. I approach papers with a dual vision. First, what is actually presented? But second, and often more importantly, what is not shown? How was the work likely done in reality? What alternatives were tried but not reported? What assumptions guided the experimental design? What other interpretations might fit the data if the results are not as convincing or cohesive as argued?

And what are the consequences for scientific progress?

In the case of Alzheimer’s research, they appear to be stark: thirty years of prioritizing an incomplete model of the disease’s causes; billions of corporate, government, and foundation dollars spent pursuing a narrow path to drug development; the relative exclusion of alternative hypotheses from funding opportunities and attention; and little progress toward disease-modifying treatments or a cure.

The incomplete Alzheimer’s model I’m referring to is the amyloid cascade hypothesis, which proposes that Alzheimer’s is the outcome of protein processing gone awry in the brain, leading to the production of plaques that trigger a cascade of other pathological changes, ultimately causing the cognitive decline we recognize as the disease. Amyloid work continues to dominate the research and drug development landscape, giving the hypothesis the aura of settled fact.

However, cracks are showing in this façade. In 2021, the FDA granted accelerated approval to aducanumab (Aduhelm), an anti-amyloid drug developed by Biogen, despite scant evidence that it meaningfully altered the course of cognitive decline. The decision to approve, made over near-unanimous opposition from the agency’s advisory panel, exposed growing tensions between regulatory optimism and scientific rigor. Medicare’s subsequent decision to restrict coverage to clinical trials, and Biogen’s quiet withdrawal of the drug from broader marketing efforts in 2024, made the disconnect impossible to ignore.

Meanwhile, a deeper fissure emerged: an investigation by Science unearthed evidence of data fabrication surrounding research on Aβ*56, a purported toxic amyloid-beta oligomer once hailed as a breakthrough target for disease-modifying therapy. Research results that had been seen as a promising pivot in the evolution of the amyloid cascade hypothesis, a new hope for rescuing the theory after repeated clinical failures, now appears to have been largely a sham. Treating Alzheimer’s by targeting amyloid plaques may have been a null path from the start.

When the cracks run that deep, it’s worth going back to the origin story—a landmark 1995 paper by Games et al., featured on the cover of Nature under the headline “A mouse model for Alzheimer’s.” It announced what was hailed as a breakthrough: the first genetically engineered mouse designed to mimic key features of the disease.

In what follows, I argue that the seeds of today’s failures were visible from the beginning if one looks carefully. I approach this review not as an Alzheimer’s researcher with a rival theory, but as a molecular neuroscientist interested in how fields sometimes converge around alluring but unstable ideas. Foundational papers deserve special scrutiny because they become the bedrock for decades of research. When that bedrock slips beneath us, it tells a cautionary story: about the power of narrative, the comfort of consensus, and the dangers of devotion without durable evidence. It also reminds us that while science is ultimately self-correcting, correction can be glacial when careers and reputations are staked on fragile ground.

The Rise of the Amyloid Hypothesis

In the early 1990s, a new idea began to dominate Alzheimer’s research: the amyloid cascade hypothesis.

First proposed by Hardy and Higgins in a 1992 Science perspective, the hypothesis suggested a clear sequence of disease-precipitating events: protein processing goes awry in the brain → beta-amyloid (Aβ) accumulates → plaques form → plaques trigger a cascade of downstream events, including neurofibrillary tangles, inflammation, synaptic loss, neuronal death, resulting in observable cognitive decline.

The hypothesis was compelling for several reasons. First, the discovery of the enzymatic steps by which amyloid precursor protein (APP) is processed into Aβ offered multiple potential intervention points—ideal for pharmaceutical drug development.

Second, the hypothesis was backed by powerful genetic evidence. Mutations in the APP gene on chromosome 21 were associated with early-onset Alzheimer’s. The case grew stronger with the observation that more than 50% of individuals with Down syndrome, who carry an extra copy of chromosome 21 (and thus extra APP), develop Alzheimer’s-like pathology by age 40.

Thus, like any robust causal theory, the amyloid cascade hypothesis offered explicit, testable predictions. As Hardy and Higgins outlined, if amyloid truly initiates the Alzheimer’s cascade, then genetically engineering mice to produce human amyloid should trigger the full sequence of events: plaques first, then tangles, synapse loss, and neuronal death, then cognitive decline. And the sequentiality matters: amyloid accumulation should precede other pathological features. At the time, this was a thrilling possibility.

Pharmaceutical companies were especially eager: if the hypothesis proved correct, stopping amyloid should stop the disease. The field awaited the first transgenic mouse studies with enormous anticipation.

How—with Unlimited Time and Money and a Little Scientific Despair—to Make a Transgenic Mouse

“Mouse Model Made” was the boastful headline to the independent, introductory commentary Nature solicited to accompany the 1995 Games paper’s unveiling of the first transgenic mouse set to “answer the needs” of Alzheimer’s research. The scientific argument over whether amyloid caused Alzheimer’s had been “settle[d]” by the Games paper, “perhaps for good.”

In some ways, the commentary’s bravado seemed warranted. Why? Because in the mid-’90s, creating a transgenic mouse was a multi-stage, treacherous gauntlet of molecular biology. Every step carried an uncomfortably high chance of failure. If this mouse, developed by Athena Neurosciences (a small Bay Area pharmaceutical company) was valid, it was an extraordinary technical achievement portending a revolution in Alzheimer’s care.

First Rule of Making a Transgenic Mouse: Don’t Talk About How You Made a Transgenic Mouse

How did Athena pull it off? Hard to say! What's most remarkable about the Games paper is what's not there. Scan through the methods section and you'll find virtually none of the painstaking effort required to build the Alzheimer’s mouse. Back in the ‘90s, creating a transgenic mouse took years of work, countless failed attempts, and extraordinary technical skill. In the Games paper, this effort is compressed into a few sparse sentences describing which gene and promoter (nearby gene instruction code) the research team used to make the mouse. The actual details are relegated to scientific meta-narrative—knowledge that exists only in lab notebooks, daily conversations between scientists, and the muscle memory of researchers who perform these techniques thousands of times.

The thin description wasn’t atypical for a publication from this era. Difficult experimental methods were often encapsulated in the single phrase "steps were carried out according to standard procedures," with citations to entire books on sub-cloning techniques or reference to the venerable Manipulating the Mouse Embryo: A Laboratory Manual (We all have this on our bookshelf, yes?) The idea that there were reliable "standard procedures" that could ensure success was farcical—an understatement that other scientists understand as code for "we spent years getting this to work; good luck figuring it out ;)."

So, as an appreciation of what it takes to make progress on the frontiers of science, here is approximately what’s involved.

Prerequisites: Dexterity, Glassblowing, and Zen Mastery

Do you have what it takes to master transgenic mouse creation? Well, do you have the dexterity of a neurosurgeon? Because you’ll be micro-manipulating fragile embryos with the care of someone defusing a bomb—except the bomb is smaller than a grain of sand, and you need to keep it alive. Have you trained in glass-blowing? Hope so, because you’ll need to handcraft your own micropipettes so you can balance an embryo on the pipette tip. Yes, really.

And most importantly, do you sincerely believe that outcomes are irrelevant, and only the endless, repetitive journey matters? If so, congratulations! You may already be a Zen master, which will come in handy when you’re objectively failing your boss’s expectations every single day for what feels like an eternity. Success, when it finally comes, will be indistinguishable from sheer, dumb luck, but the stochastic randomness won’t stop you from searching frantically through your copious notes to see if you can pinpoint the variable that made it finally work!

Let’s go a little deeper so we can understand why the Games team's achievement was considered so monumental—and why almost everyone viewed the results in the best possible light.

The Science and Alchemy of Designing the Perfect Genetic Construct

First, these researchers needed to design a genetic construct. What's a construct, you ask? It's a carefully engineered piece of DNA that harnesses circular plasmids (tiny rings of DNA naturally found in bacteria) to introduce foreign genes into mammalian cells. Through a painstaking process called sub-cloning, equal parts molecular biology and divination, they managed to insert into their mouse a human APP gene carrying the mutation found in families with high rates of early-onset Alzheimer's.

You can design your construct perfectly on paper, but in truth, you solve the problem by tweaking reagents like an alchemist, trying to find the perfect brew to coax your foreign gene into the plasmid at high efficiency.

To be considered a valid Alzheimer’s model, the Games mouse needed to express human APP at levels high enough to cause Alzheimer's-like pathology. Previous attempts by other labs had yielded mice that showed little to no amyloid plaques. Scientists suspected that higher expression levels might overcome this hurdle. They introduced the PDGF-β promoter, a genetic “on switch” that controls when and where a gene is activated to drive high expression in neurons; they included introns in the construct to allow for alternative splicing, a process that enables cells to produce different versions of a protein, in this case ensuring expression of the full range of amyloid-beta peptides seen in human Alzheimer’s.

But even with these clever designs, they had almost no control over where their transgene would integrate into the genome, how many copies would insert, or how much gene expression they’d elicit.

Microinjection to Model Organism: The Birth of Transgenic Line #100... #101... #102... Are We There Yet?

When the Games team finally (miraculously!) had a perfect construct, the next phase began: obtaining precisely timed mouse embryos. To make this transgenic mouse line, researchers needed to inject the transgene into single-cell fertilized embryos, prior to the first cell division event. It’s a very small needle, but only by threading it can you ensure that the transgene incorporates into the DNA of every dividing cell. Back when the study was conducted in the 1990s, the Games team had to rely on natural fertilization, meaning they needed female mice that had just ovulated and mated.

Thinking about this work triggers me. I spent years of my PhD setting up and monitoring mouse breeding pairs for timed pregnancies. Every morning began with the ritual of checking for copulatory plugs (don’t ask!). Only ~20-25% of pairs would successfully mate overnight: some females aren’t receptive; some males are layabouts. The failed pairings had to be separated and re-paired in the evening, so fertilization timing could be precisely tracked. Once mating was confirmed (those copulatory plugs again), the female was euthanized, and her oviducts—tiny tubes containing the precious fertilized eggs—carefully dissected. Then you flush out the one-cell zygotes using a finely-tuned glass pipette (yet another moment where glass-blowing skills came in handy).

Now for the hard part: microinjection—the insertion of the transgene into an egg the diameter of a human hair (you really should watch the video). You need the steadiness of a bomb defuser, the aim of a sniper, and just enough pressure to get the DNA inside the pronucleus without rupturing the egg (because ruptured eggs = weeks of work wasted instantly). All this while the eggs had to be kept alive under precisely controlled conditions. Today, fancy $100K integrated microinjection/scope systems help the process along (though it still takes years to master), in the early 1990s, microinjection was brutal—for all parties. Only a handful of scientists in the world could perform it with any consistency.

Let’s pause to acknowledge the obsessive craft of the skilled bench scientist.

The PDAPP Mouse Arrives

Once injected, the embryos were surgically transferred into surrogate mothers, then scientists waited anxiously for 18–21 days to see if any pups survived. When they did, DNA was extracted, and tests were run to see which, if any, carried the transgene. Success rates? Single-digit percentages. For every founder animal that carried the transgene, there were at least an order of magnitude more failed attempts.

The effort layered chance upon pure chance—literally hoping that the DNA randomly integrated into the genome. Where? Unknown. How many copies? Uhh. Would it express properly? Flip a coin.

That’s what made the PDAPP (Platelet-Derived growth factor (PDGF-β) Amyloid Precursor Protein) mouse a remarkable achievement. When it finally worked and was replicable in the creators’ lab, it wasn’t just a technical success—it was a miracle of molecular biology and tenacity.

How to Read a Scientific Paper

Actively.

Imagine you’re a molecular neuroscience grad student in 1995. You’ve just sat down at your bench in the morning when your PhD supervisor calls you into her office. She’s at her desk, her hand pressed down on the latest issue of Nature like she’s trying to keep it from flying away.

“They did it. They made a transgenic Alzheimer’s mouse that shows the pathology. Go print color copies for everyone in the lab, then bring this back to me. You’ll present it in lab meeting tomorrow.”

You have 24 hours to get ready to lead journal club on the biggest translational neuroscience story in years. What do you do?

Crushed for time, most scientists I know read papers passively. They start at the beginning and work their way to the end, following the path the authors laid out for them. They become susceptible to the trap Medawar and Bernard warned about: mistaking the arc of a narrative for genuine logical coherence.

To see the substance through the argument in the Games paper, you’ll need a more active, detective-like approach. If you’re going to be convinced, you need to decide before you read what it will take to convince you. So, you begin with what may be the most important task of active reading: before looking at the paper, you imagine the experiments and results that would justify the claim that amyloid causes Alzheimer’s—and that the matter is settled.

What would we need to see to be convinced? Let's apply some key principles of experimental design:

Temporality: If amyloid beta (Aβ) drives pathology, plaques should appear first, followed by neurodegeneration, then cognitive deficits.

Sufficiency[2]: If Alzheimer’s-like pathology can result from ramping up human APP expression alone, then the PDAPP mouse is a quasi-test of sufficiency. If this mouse model develops plaques, tangles, synaptic loss, neurodegeneration, and cognitive impairment, then Aβ might be sufficient to initiate the disease process.

Necessity: An even stronger case for the amyloid cascade hypothesis requires showing that Alzheimer’s pathology can’t develop or progress if Aβ is absent or blocked.

Mechanism of Action: A truly convincing paper should demonstrate the biology of how Aβ triggers neurodegeneration.

Critical Controls: Including controls in your experiments helps to demonstrate that your predicted effect isn’t arising for some other reason. Here are some controls you’d like to see in the PDAPP mouse study if you’re going to be convinced of the amyloid cascade hypothesis:


	
Absence of plaques in mice not engineered to overexpress APP.



	
Comparisons between brain regions with and without plaques. If you see neuronal death, it should co-occur with the presence of plaques, not be spread throughout the brain.



	
Evidence that APP overexpression isn't driving toxicity, which can cause similar damage to the brain. This is very hard to control for, so the best course of action is to try to match human APP expression levels in your mouse model.





Controls are an indispensable reality check for strong inference—the practice of designing experiments that not only test a hypothesis but aim to disprove it or eliminate alternatives. The concept was introduced in 1964 by the biophysicist John Platt, who observed that some scientific fields advance rapidly while others stagnate. The difference, he argued, wasn’t in the complexity of the problems or the brilliance of the researchers, but in the systematic use of what he called strong inference.

Unlike the traditional scientific method, which often tests a single hypothesis against a null, strong inference begins with multiple competing explanations. It then designs experiments specifically intended to rule them out. Over time, this produces a branching tree of narrowing possibilities, steadily eliminating what doesn’t hold up.

This approach also guides how we read. Asking what control would disprove the claim—or what alternative wasn’t tested—is the core of strong inference.

Detective Work—Decoding the Paper

With our backstory in hand and analytical toolkit in mind, let’s see if the PDAPP mouse delivers on the amyloid cascade hypothesis.

It’s time to interrogate the key figures. In a paper like this, the figures are the empirical backbone of the argument. Of course, the authors have carefully chosen what to show and how to frame it. Our job is to assess whether the evidence supports their claims.

Figure 1: Confirming the PDAPP Mouse Expresses Human APP

Big picture message: The authors successfully engineered a mouse with a functioning human APP transgene. While Figure 1 has 5 parts, Panel d (below) is where we get the clearest confirmation that the human mutant APP transgene integrated itself into the mouse genome and produced Aβ in the expected location in the mouse brain. Stare at Panel d for a few seconds and then we’ll talk about it.
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What the Heck is Going on in Panel d?

Panel d is an immunoblot (Western blot), a technique that tells us whether a specific protein is being produced in a sample. The figure compares human amyloid precursor protein expression in samples from three brains, corresponding to the three “lanes” shown along the top: a normal mouse (Lane 1), a mouse with the human APP transgene (Lane 2), and a human who had Alzheimer’s disease (Lane 3). The blots (the bands and blobs) are the data.

For purposes of this figure, proteins can differ in two important ways:


	
They can differ in molecular weight (size), scored on the scale along the vertical axis on the left.



	
They can be expressed to a greater or lesser degree, reflected in the intensity (darkness and spread) of the bands. Lighter means less protein expression, darker more. (Note: It’s fine that there are two bands in lane 3).





Let’s pause to consider what we should expect to see in this blot if the PDAPP mouse is to be considered a reasonable model of human Alzheimer’s disease. Two things!


	
Ideally, lane 1 (normal mouse) will be empty; and



	
The PDAPP mouse sample in lane 2 will have the same molecular weight (height on vertical axis) and expression level (intensity and spread) as the human sample in lane 3.





Why do we want to see these results? It matters because our ultimate goal is to develop treatments that work in people, not just in mice. To make that leap from a mouse model, the PDAPP mouse needs to replicate the key features of Alzheimer’s disease in humans—not just produce APP but drive similar amyloid-induced disease processes in the brain.

Ok, so on point one, ✔ — nothing in lane 1.

Point two? ❌ While the human sample has distinct bands in lane 3, the PDAPP mouse in lane 2 appears as a giant, smeared blob. Are these the same protein size? Impossible to tell!

This happens because, relative to the human sample, the PDAPP mouse is drowning in APP—at least 10 times more, according to the paper’s text, and possibly much more by eye. When you do a Western blot, you set an exposure time for your image, just like with a manual camera: too short an exposure, and faint bands won’t appear; too long, and strong signals become an oversaturated mess. Here, no single exposure could produce similar-looking PDAPP and human samples. It’s like trying to take a photo of a candle next to the sun—you can’t adjust for both at once.

A proper Western blot should show clean bands to confirm protein size and check for unexpected degradation products, but this overloaded mess makes it impossible to tell whether APP is being processed normally. A Western blot like the one shown in Panel d usually indicates either sloppy technique (overloading the gel, overexposing) or a fundamental issue with the model itself (massive expression differences between samples).

The fine print explains why: the PDAPP mouse carries 40 copies of the APP transgene, all inserted at a single site in the genome. For context:

✔ At most, humans have 2 copies of APP (one from each parent).

✔ PDAPP mice have 40 human copies—plus their 2 normal mouse copies.

I’m sure this blot led to high-fives in the lab—earlier models struggled to express APP at all, so getting massive overexpression must have felt like a breakthrough.

But now I’m worried.

If we’re trying to create a human-comparable Alzheimer’s model, this much APP might be way too much. Why might this be a problem?


	
APP expression at this level doesn’t mirror expression levels in human Alzheimer’s. Alzheimer’s patients don’t have 40 copies of APP. If it takes this much overexpression (and a mutant form at that!) to drive pathology in mice, are these mice even an appropriate animal model for Alzheimer’s?



	
Excess protein can stress neurons in ways unrelated to amyloid. What if the brain is freaking out not because of Aβ toxicity, but because it’s drowning in APP?





Overexpression alone isn’t a dealbreaker. Many successful transgenic models for cancer, Huntington’s, and Parkinson’s disease rely on high gene expression to accelerate pathology and make the disease more tractable for study. These models have been invaluable for understanding disease mechanisms and testing therapies. So, while the extreme APP overexpression in PDAPP mice raises concerns, it doesn’t automatically invalidate the model—we could still be on the right track.

But your scientific spidey sense should be tingling. If the pathology we’re about to see is simply a side effect of astronomical overexpression, then this mouse may be modeling an extreme artifact, not human disease—and there aren’t easy ways to tell the difference.

Let’s keep going…

Figure 2: We have amyloid plaques! (I think?)

Figure 2 is supposed to convince us that the amyloid plaque burden in PDAPP mice matches that of the human brain and that it worsens over time, just like in Alzheimer’s disease. But instead of giving us clear, apples-to-apples comparisons, the figure presents a frustrating mismatch of images that makes it difficult to draw meaningful conclusions.

First, let’s talk about the comparison of PDAPP plaques to human Alzheimer’s brain plaques. The authors claim that the amount of amyloid in 9-month-old PDAPP mice is equivalent to what’s seen in humans, but the figures they provide make this impossible to assess. Figure 2a shows a large image of a PDAPP mouse brain with a tiny inset of a human Alzheimer’s brain, which, at a glance, actually looks like it has way more plaques. But because of the size difference of the images (not the magnification; magnification is the same; see the horizontal bars in each image) and lack of anatomical markers on the inset, we can’t visually compare them.
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The obvious fix? Show an image of the human sample that is the same magnification and size as the mouse so we can actually evaluate the claim. I can’t think of a justification to do it any other way. Give us a direct, side-by-side comparison to human pathology. Full stop.

While I won’t reprint the Figure 2 subfigure here, to support a claim that PDAPP mouse plaque load increases over time as in human Alzheimer’s, the authors use images with inconsistent size as well as magnification! Do mouse plaques increase over time? We can’t be sure.

In summary, Figure 2 systematically makes it really hard to:


	
Compare plaque pathology in PDAPP mice to human Alzheimer’s brains.



	
Evaluate whether mouse amyloid progresses over time in the Alzheimer’s way.





It’s frustrating because these are the key questions Figure 2 is supposed to answer. Grrr.

Figure 3: What’s in These Plaques?

Figure 1 confirmed that the PDAPP mouse makes human APP and a lot of it. Figure 2 tried (somewhat unsuccessfully) to convince us that PDAPP mouse plaque burden mirrors human Alzheimer’s. Figure 3 shifts focus to the composition of those plaques. This is important because not all amyloid deposits are equal—some forms of Aβ are more toxic, more structured, or more likely to trigger downstream pathology than others.

So, what do we learn? The PDAPP plaques aren’t just random protein aggregates; they contain key molecular features of Alzheimer’s pathology.

Panels d & e: Do These Plaques Act Like Human Plaques?
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✔ Panel d shows PDAPP mouse astrocytic gliosis (see arrow pointing to the angry looking red thing), a type of inflammation where one kind of brain cell (astrocyte) clusters around plaques. Gliosis is a hallmark of neuronal damage in human Alzheimer’s, suggesting that the plaques in PDAPP mice and humans are similarly biologically active.

✔ Panel e reveals that PDAPP mouse amyloid deposits are similar to human Alzheimer’s plaques in two other ways.


	
Both have plaques that form structured, compacted fiber strands (fibrils), causing them to stain positive for Thioflavin-S.



	
The larger of the two mouse plaque deposits in Panel e shows a dense core with a surrounding halo, a hallmark of amyloid plaque deposits in human Alzheimer’s.





So far, so good—amyloid plaques in PDAPP mice aren’t just amorphous protein junk; they’re structured, biologically reactive, and surrounded by gliosis.

But Wait… Something’s Missing.

The other half of Alzheimer’s signature pathology is neurofibrillary tangles (NFTs). Plaques and tangles are the Batman and Robin of Alzheimer’s disease: where plaques go, tangles are supposed to follow.

So, where are they?

Search all you want. You won’t find a single one. Instead, buried in the text, we get this:


“Preliminary attempts to identify neurofibrillary tangles … were negative, consistent with their well-known absence in rodent tissues.”



This is a devilish bit of phrasing. The conditional language here—“consistent with their well-known absence”—makes it sound like no one expected to see tangles in the first place. Really? The commentary accompanying the paper also hedges**:**


“It is likely that those who are skeptical of the amyloid-cascade hypothesis will draw comfort from the apparent absence of tangles in the mice… However, it remains possible that their absence reflects the fact that they are merely a marker of cell injury …: indeed, in some cases of dementia, neuritic plaques occur without tangles, meaning that tangles may indeed be epiphenomena.”



My Translation: The amyloid cascade camp was absolutely hoping to see tangles! Their absence wasn’t expected—it was disappointing. But instead of confronting what this means for the mouse model, the paper and commentary don’t just shift the goalposts, they suggest taking them off the field. They’re using an unvalidated mouse model—fresh off the bench—to call for sweeping change in our fundamental understanding of the biology of Alzheimer’s disease in humans.

Come now! This is completely backwards. When a mouse model fails to produce a core feature of the disease, it’s time to own the potential limitations, not reinterpret the disease to fit the model. 🤯

So where does that leave us? For now, your skepticism of the PDAPP Alzheimer’s model and the amyloid cascade hypothesis itself should be growing. The PDAPP mouse makes amyloid, those plaques look structurally realistic, and they trigger gliosis-type inflammation. But there’s no tau pathology—no tangles—despite their strong link to neuronal dysfunction and cognitive decline in human Alzheimer’s. In retrospect, we now know that the absence of tangles in these mice foreshadowed a key limitation of amyloid-based models.

On to Figure 4. . .

Figure 4: The Gap Between Plaques and Neurodegeneration

The final figure is meant to show how amyloid plaques impact neurons in the PDAPP mouse, with comparisons to human Alzheimer’s disease.

I’m only going to show Panel h from Figure 4, but let’s briefly talk about the other panels. The authors examine neuronal structure, highlighting neuritic damage, synaptic loss, and cellular stress. Using images from a confocal microscope, they demonstrate distorted neurites (aka stressed-out neurons) surrounding plaques in both human Alzheimer’s and transgenic mice and reduced synaptic density and dendritic markers in the PDAPP mouse compared to mouse controls. All good stuff.

Finally, Panel h reveals abnormal neuronal structures near amyloid deposits. Let’s take a closer look at the highest resolution image, captured with an electron microscope. Electron microscopy can reveal the fine details inside cells, down to individual organelles. If plaques are truly destroying neurons, this is where we should see the damage up close.

Here it is.
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At first glance, it seems to provide exactly what we'd expect in an Alzheimer's model: an amyloid deposit (A) sitting next to a dystrophic neurite (DN), which contains swollen, abnormal mitochondria (M) and dense bodies (LB), all signs of cellular stress. These kinds of metabolic defects—like disrupted mitochondria that can no longer generate cellular energy and accumulated protein aggregates that clog cellular machinery—have been observed in human Alzheimer’s brains where neurons are in distress.

But there's a catch. This is one neurite. At this image resolution, if plaques were sufficient to drive large-scale neurodegeneration, we'd expect to see widespread cellular destruction, not just a single distressed process. In human Alzheimer’s brains, electron microscopy images often show fields of degenerating neurons, ruptured organelles, and catastrophic synaptic breakdown. Yet here, we get a highly selective image of one damaged neurite, without any indication of how representative this is across the brain.

This raises an important question: Is amyloid actually killing neurons in this model, or are neurons adapting to the presence of plaques? If widespread cell death were happening, this is the figure where it should be most obvious—but instead, we see only localized damage.

This discrepancy matters because in human Alzheimer's disease, cognitive decline correlates most strongly with neuronal loss (cell death), not with plaque burden. Some patients with significant amyloid deposits show minimal symptoms; others, with fewer plaques but more neurodegeneration, experience severe dementia.

Panel h is meant to reinforce the case that Aβ drives neurodegeneration, but it may instead highlight a key limitation of the PDAPP mouse: neurons near plaques look stressed, but they aren't dying in droves. Why aren’t we presented with evidence of more devastation at this scale?

Revisiting Our Expectations

Did the PDAPP Mouse Deliver on Its Bold Claims?

We’ve spent this deep dive critically analyzing the key figures and missing evidence. Now it’s time to step back and ask: Did this paper adequately support its sweeping conclusions?

The authors make a confident claim in their discussion:


“Our transgenic model provides strong new evidence for the primacy of APP expression and Aβ deposition in [Alzheimer’s] neuropathology and offers a means to test whether compounds that lower Aβ production and/or reduce its neurotoxicity in vitro can produce beneficial effects in an animal model prior to advancing such drugs into human trials.”



Likewise, the accompanying commentary framed this paper as a game-changer, declaring that the long-standing debate over amyloid’s role in Alzheimer’s was now effectively settled.

But were we convinced?

Fortunately, at the start of this analysis, we took the time to define the experimental standards needed to evaluate these claims. We don’t have to rely on gut feeling or rhetorical framing to decide. Our approach—laying out our expectations in advance—gave us the tools to spot what the paper shows and what’s absent but essential.

Flip the Script

The most powerful scientific minds possess a talent for inverting problems. Instead of asking whether this paper supports the amyloid hypothesis, we can ask whether the hypothesis was undermined? This intellectual jiu-jitsu is the essence of Platt's strong inference method.

Imagine that the Games team’s hypothesis and experimental results landed on your desk in raw form, without the narrative of the paper or the triumphant accompanying commentary. Set aside for a moment your appreciation for the remarkable transgenic technical feat—precisely inserting a human gene into a mouse's genome and having it produce a functional protein and a bunch of amyloid plaques. Might you reach different conclusions?

If amyloid truly drove neurodegeneration, these mice—riddled with plaques—should have shown devastating neuronal death. Instead, the neurons looked stressed but largely intact, their organelles preserved. Plaques without consequence. Smoke without fire.

If the cascade hypothesis was correct, plaques should trigger tau pathology, producing the neurofibrillary tangles seen in human Alzheimer’s. Yet despite astronomical amyloid levels, the PDAPP mice developed no tangles at all. The chain of causation broke mid-link.

If this was truly a disease model, it should mirror natural conditions. Yet creating these mice required inserting forty copies of a mutant APP gene, producing protein levels at least ten-fold higher than any human Alzheimer’s patient. This wasn’t a model of disease. It was a model of artificial protein overload.

Moreover, and perhaps most tellingly, the paper included no behavioural or cognitive testing. Alzheimer’s devastates patients not because of plaques, but because of profound memory loss and cognitive decline. Did these mice develop memory problems? Did their cognitive function deteriorate over time?

In a model of Alzheimer’s disease, behaviour is a critical test. It shows whether the brain changes we’re studying lead to symptoms like memory loss or confusion. Of course, mice don’t behave like humans, but they can show species-appropriate changes—like trouble navigating a maze—that reflect similar brain disruptions.

Those in positions of power and authority either failed to see these flaws or chose to overlook them. What happened next was astonishing in its speed and scale.

Within a year, Athena Neurosciences, where Games and his colleagues worked, was acquired by Elan Corp. for $638 million. In the press release, Elan declared the acquisition “an opportunity to capitalize on an important therapeutic niche,” combining Athena’s “leading Alzheimer’s program” with Elan’s drug development pipeline. The PDAPP mouse had transformed from laboratory marvel to the cornerstone of a billion-dollar strategy. The industry followed. Pharmaceutical giants, biotech startups, research foundations—all placed their bets on amyloid.

One by one, those bets failed. By the time Elan collapsed in 2013, it had sponsored four failed Alzheimer’s drugs, hemorrhaging more than $2 billion in the process. Some trials caused patients significant harm.

The Games paper, read carefully and critically, hinted at its flaws. They were there waiting for anyone who cared to look beyond the polished narrative.

Those concerns we raised about the model? The wild APP overexpression, the absence of tangles, the neurodegeneration—they weren’t just theoretical issues. Over the following years, a series of studies confirmed that these flaws fundamentally disqualified the PDAPP mouse as a reliable model of Alzheimer’s disease. And when behaviour was finally tested, the results raised more concerns than confidence. Memory problems showed up before plaques had formed, and didn’t progress in the way human symptoms do. Instead of validating the model, the behaviour suggested that the brain had been disrupted by the artificial overexpression itself—not by the pathology the model was meant to study.

And yet, the story held for decades. In many places, the amyloid cascade hypothesis remains entrenched to this day. Its staunchest defenders still occupy some of the most influential positions in research institutes, scientific societies, and grant review panels. Under their influence, evidentiary standards were shifted. Assumptions, and even the diagnostic criteria (!), were revised to accommodate half-satisfactory results, rather than to face falsification. Correlations were elevated to causes. And over time, the elegant machinery of scientific inference began to slip its gears. The field can sometimes feel like it’s circling endlessly round a well-funded cul-de-sac—exhausting resources while alternative ideas remain unfunded, unpursued, or unheard.

The amyloid cascade was a great hypothesis, worthy of testing, and more importantly, of scrutiny. Its most intransigent defenders might do well to recall another bit of Sir Peter Medawar’s wry clarity:

“The intensity of the conviction that a hypothesis is true has no bearing on whether it is true or not.”

At some point, science’s self-correcting machinery—and the brilliance and curiosity of a new generation of researchers—will win out. It is time to widen the lens.


Notes


[1]

I keep name-dropping journals (almost always Nature and Science) and realize that this means little to most people. Nevertheless, having a passing understanding of the tiers of academic publishing is part of scientific literacy.

If you've ever wondered why scientists scramble to publish in Nature, Science, or Cell, think of them as the holy trinity of scientific prestige, each with its own personality. Nature and Science were established in the late 1800s—Nature published by the Brits and Science by the American upstarts. Cell is the newcomer; established in 1974 in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

In terms of temperament, Nature is the flashy cosmopolitan—broad, attention-grabbing, and often favouring "sexy science" that makes headlines (black holes, CRISPR, or ancient human fossils). Science is the serious, translationally-minded intellectual—rigorous, respected, and slightly less obsessed with media hype (CRISPR before it was famous). Then there's Cell, the molecular biology workhorse, where groundbreaking discoveries in pre-clinical work are dissected in exquisite mechanistic detail (if you love signaling pathways, this is your jam). Publication in any of these journals is the scientific equivalent of winning an Olympic medal (or at least making an Olympic team, depending on your position in the author list).

One tier down, you'll find specialty journals like Neuron, Nature Neuroscience, and The Journal of Clinical Investigation (and reams of others for specific fields), which publish longer, more methodically comprehensive studies. I tend to prefer reading papers from these journals as they provide greater detail and present more fully developed work. These papers may not be as "hot off the press" or media-friendly, but they often demonstrate greater scientific rigor and better withstand the test of time.

Meanwhile, in medicine, The Lancet and The New England Journal of Medicine (NEJM) tower over most others with impact factors of 98.4 and 96.2, respectively (generally, the higher the impact factor the greater the prestige). This reflects their enormous readership—there are far more medical doctors than PhDs. But at the top, it’s CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians, with a staggering 286.13 impact factor, a reminder of cancer’s toll and where our research priorities and funding are concentrated.



[2]

A brief note on terminology: I use the terms “necessity” and “sufficiency” here as they were traditionally understood by molecular biologists in the 1990s.

Strictly speaking, the terms originate in formal logic and philosophy, where they have precise meanings related to logical entailment: if P is sufficient for Q, then whenever P is true, Q must also be true; if Q is necessary for P, then P cannot be true unless Q is also true. These relationships are logical, not causal.

In experimental biology, however, the terms have been adapted into a more practical shorthand. A molecule is often described as “necessary” if removing it disrupts a biological process, and “sufficient” if adding it can induce or mimic that process. But this looser, causal usage rarely matches the strict logical rigor the terms imply—and it can obscure complexity when used uncritically in systems with many interacting factors. Some have proposed retiring or replacing these terms altogether in favour of more nuance.

Nevertheless, for the purposes of this review (and to remain faithful to how the field understood these concepts at the time) I use “necessity” and “sufficiency” in the conventional experimental sense: as shorthand for causal roles a factor was believed to play—whether it could trigger a process or was required to sustain it.






Miniatur Wunderland: The Model Train that Dreams It's a World
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According to my friend, who shall remain anonymous, Miniatur Wunderland is the Best Museum in the WorldTM. He wasn’t wrong, as it turns out [1], but I think my scepticism at the time (and presumably yours right now) was perfectly justified.

What does the name Miniatur Wunderland tell you? We know what it screams: I’m a Tourist Trap. But what does it tell you? “Miniatur” is accurate, but clinically obvious —yes, things are small there [2]. “Wunderland” sits at the opposite end of the credibility spectrum, a meaningless cliché that begs for cynicism. Put together, it’s like naming a bookshop “Fascinating Books”: it commits the dual crime of telling you nothing while somehow simultaneously overpromising everything [3].

Thankfully, every mention of Miniatur Wunderland is accompanied by the more descriptive tagline “The Largest Model Railway in the World”, which to me feels like a scream-upgrade from “Tourist Trap!” to “Tourist Trap! Nerd Edition”. And that I can get on board with. Pun intended.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. I realise that for those of you who have never heard of this before, a proper explanation is already 3-paragraphs overdue. So here goes nothing:

Miniatur Wunderland is a permanent exhibition in Hamburg, Germany, which holds the Guinness World record for the largest model railway system. Yet this is one of the least remarkable things about it. The trains are really just an excuse for creating an entire world around them. The exhibition unfolds across intricately detailed miniature landscapes, with themed sections that capture both real and imagined places. Trains weave through tiny cities populated by hundreds of thousands of tiny people, while cars drive, ships sail, and even planes land and take off at a fully-functioning airport (which is also the world’s largest model airport! Shame that they decided to leave this out of the tagline).

This is still a deeply inadequate description. But it's precisely this struggle to convey Miniatur Wunderland’s charm in words that made me want to write this review. Some experiences resist language so stubbornly that they demand to be captured, if only to document the failure of the attempt.
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What makes Miniatur Wunderland so difficult to explain?

Miniatur Wunderland presents the classic ekphrasis challenge of translating a visual experience into words, with the difficulty dial turned all the way to Nightmare mode. There are thousands of tiny scenes happening simultaneously across different landscapes. The density of visual information borders on sensory overload, and describing it feels like trying to explain a Hieronymus Bosch painting. Although I'd admit Bosch poses his own unique challenges, a certain je ne sais (pour)quoi is that naked man being devoured by a bird-headed monster wearing a kettle as a hat? Which Miniatur Wunderland mostly avoids. Mostly.

The problem extends beyond words failing where sight would succeed. If that were the only issue, photographs could bridge the gap. But photographs of Miniatur Wunderland are flawed in their own way. They flatten, freeze and crop an expansive 3-D world that's meant to be explored in motion, with the freedom to stick your nose wherever you please and the joy of stumbling upon whimsical details tucked into unlikely corners [4].

Still, you might be able to triangulate from a mosaic of flawed representations. So, if you have some time to spare and want a hint of what I’m talking about, you can (optionally) watch this video (and others on their YouTube channel) or and/or poke around in this Google Street Mini View (Google used tiny vehicles equipped with camera rigs to record parts of the layout). Both are out of date and limited to only a few parts of the exhibit. But they are something.

Otherwise, definitely no homework required to continue reading! Here are a few photos to help you get some extra context:

Part of the airport car park:
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The airport terminal:
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Rio de Janeiro at night:
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DJ Bobo’s Concert:[image: ]

A gondola in Venice:
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Italian blend at night:
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There are four qualities that are central to the Miniatur Wunderland experience which are difficult to capture through photos or videos. Believe me, I tried, and I have 246 photos and videos to prove it (still, a laughably inadequate sample, but my phone ran out of battery):


	
The mind-boggling size



	
The obsessive attention to detail



	
The satisfaction of Complex Systems That Just Work



	
The irreverent (not-so-)hidden Whimsy





Let me elaborate on these one by one.

1) This thing is massive.

Miniatur Wunderland has:


	1,694 m2 of miniature layout (in a 10,000 m2 old warehouse space), most of it on a 1:87 scale.

	1,231 trains, circulating on a 16,491m track (which would translate to roughly 1,400km in real life, which is approximately the traversal length of Great Britain, from the southwest to the northeast. Or a bit more than the distance between NYC and Chicago).

	11,800 cars and other road vehicles

	52 planes that operate 250 flights per day

	292,110 tiny residents

	5,278 buildings

	521,500 LEDs

	12 themed worlds:

	Knuffingen (2001): a fictional German town, famous for its extremely efficient fire brigade.

	Central Germany (2001): classic rural scenes and towns

	Austria (2001): includes the Alpine mountains, plenty of tunnels and ski resorts.

	Hamburg (2002): key landmarks from the host city, including the port, St. Michael’s Church, the Elbphilharmonie, and even a miniature version of Miniatur Wunderland itself.

	The US (2003): Las Vegas, Miami, Grand Canyon, the Old Wild West, Mount Rushmore, a (working) space shuttle launch in Cape Canaveral, and Area 51 (excellent for alien-watching).

	Scandinavia (2005): Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and a 30,000-liter water basin representing the North and Baltic Seas, complete with moving ships and tidal changes.

	Switzerland (2010): includes the Matterhorn, the Castle of Montebello, mountain villages, a chocolate factory (that actually gives you chocolate!) and various industrial plants. Very tall (up to 6m, stretching across two floors).

	Knuffingen Airport (2011): with planes that taxi, take off and land! In case you hadn’t got the memo yet.

	Italy (2018): highlights from Rome, Venice, the Vatican (ok, ok, not technically Italy, but you get what I mean), and an eruption-prone Vesuvius.

	Rio de Janeiro (2021): with urban scenes, Sugarloaf Mountain, the famous Christ statue and a massive carnival celebration.

	Patagonia (2023): wild landscapes of southern Chile and Argentina. Including glaciers and penguins. Lots of penguins.

	Monaco and Provence (2024): features the Monaco Grand Prix, with functioning race cars, and coastal southern-France towns with Mediterranean vibes.

	…with many more scheduled for construction, most imminently, several Asian countries.  Other countries are also in the long to-do list, while England has hilariously been postponed multiple times because “By now 25% of our visitors come from abroad.  To many of them, Europe looks alike – old houses, small towns, meadows, fields, forests and the occasional mountain.” Sorry Brexiters!







…And I’m not even trying to be comprehensive here.

You might be nodding along at this point, thinking “sure, yeah, that sounds like a lot”. But I hope it’s self-evident that no, you probably don’t really understand what these numbers mean, just as I (we) blissfully cannot grasp what it means for almost 600,000 people to die of malaria every year. The number registers, but it doesn't land.

Perhaps paradoxically, Miniatur Wunderland made vast numbers a little more digestible and tangible for me. Like those visual comparison books that show a blue whale next to a human, or museum exhibits with the Earth scaled down to the size of a pea. "One Wunderland" (approximately 300,000 tiny citizens) now feels like a concrete unit of measurement that I can (sort of) grasp at a visceral level. For example, the city where I grew up has almost half a Wunderland, and I can feel the human texture of that. The number now carries the weight of all those individual stories I encountered in that tiny world, each figure with their own implied life and place in the grand scheme of things.

One death is a tragedy. A million deaths are a statistic. Three Wunderlands worth of death are… ok, still incomprehensible, but not a statistic. I can at least picture, literally picture, thousands upon thousands of individual stories suddenly gone silent. And that loss has a weight and a meaning that I can at least begin to grasp.

This works because Miniatur Wunderland blends the airplane-window view with a chance to zoom in at will and (metaphorically) walk the tiny cities and peek into tiny strangers’ lives. So you get the breadth of a distant godlike perspective and the grounded empathy of street-level immersion, both influencing each other: the god gains compassion, the close-up observer gains context. When it is so easy to alternate between seeing the forest and the trees, your mind starts learning how to hold both perspectives simultaneously.

Which brings me to…

2) Meticulousness Gone Wild

It is the borderline-pathological attention to detail that makes this world feel so alive. Just to name a few examples:

Day-night cycles

The layout shifts from daylight to night-time and back roughly every 15 minutes. The transition is gradual, mimicking real sunrise and sunset lighting conditions, gradually moving from warm yellow hues (sunset) to cool blues (night) and back. The system is driven by a centralised lighting control network connected to 500,000+ LEDs across the exhibit, inside buildings, vehicles, streetlamps, and landscapes. During “night,” lights switch on inside individual rooms across buildings, club scenes come to life, and you can even see fireworks and the Vesuvius erupting, with glowing lava running down towards a miniature representation of Pompeii. Concert audiences hold tiny lighters and glow sticks.

There are several night-specific events, but I’m afraid I don’t have many examples because I have a bad memory, when I visited (several months ago) I didn’t have this review in mind, and it didn’t occur to me to take notes. And it’s difficult to find this type of super-concrete information online (I don’t speak German, which doesn’t help, and I left writing this review to the last minute, which helps even less). I asked GPT, which gave me the most salient examples I already remembered, plus this one other thing that I strongly suspect is a hallucination: “a man getting up to pee during the 3 a.m. cycle of the day-night lighting system”. GPT clung to this scene with bizarre confidence that couldn't be backed by any fact-checking. But honestly, it’s exactly the sort of detail I could totally believe exists (or existed) somewhere in there.

Real water basin

The Scandinavia section features one of the exhibit’s most technically impressive elements: The North and Baltic Sea, aka a water basin that covers 80 square meters and contains 25,000 liters of water (to minimise waste, the grey water from the basin is used for flushing the toilets in the Wunderland). The basin has a functioning tide system that causes the water level to rise and fall by a few centimeters every 25 minutes. Harbors, boats, and bridges are all built to accommodate this fluctuation. There’s even a fully functional water lock.

This level of hydraulic engineering is gloriously unnecessary. Most visitors would never notice if the water level remained static. But Miniatur Wunderland seems committed to details that exist just for the sake of authenticity, whether anyone notices them or not.

Real airport

Knuffingen Airport is a fully-functioning miniature airport complete with 52 aircraft (representing a variety of models and airlines) that collectively perform over 250 takeoffs and landings daily.

Per their website: “Upon arriving at the gates, they [the airplanes] are steered back by push-back vehicles and taxi to the runway by themselves. There, they accelerate and take off. Each aircraft is equipped with original lights and the turbines emit a realistic sound, at least during take-off.” Arrivals and departures are tracked through digital boards that update in real time with flight status information.

The airport also has a fleet of buses and service vehicles, such as catering cars, fresh water and tank trucks, pumping engines, push-back cars and even an Airport Fire Brigade (which comes into action with up to 14 vehicles in case of an emergency landing)

Speaking of which…

Fire brigades

Across the various sections, there are programmed "emergencies" where tiny fire trucks and other emergency services respond with working lights and sirens. In Knuffingen, the local fire department has nine vehicle bays that rarely get a rest, as a local arsonist sparks new fires every 15 minutes (at 11 different locations, including residential buildings, and even a Castle!).

Up to 34 vehicles rush to the site in case of a red alert, depending on the size of the fire. If the fire gets out of control, fire engines from the suburbs are called for support.

Meanwhile, police cruisers will block access roads around the dangerous emergency site: “On passing crossroads the sirens of the cruisers will sound just in time and other drivers will stop their cars responsibly to let them pass. After the fire department has arrived at the site the fire will be fought and successfully extinguished.”

Real-World Echoes and Seasonal Shifts

Seasonal decorations transform sections throughout the year. I visited shortly before Halloween, so farmers were growing pumpkins and selling them at the market, ghosts were haunting houses, and there was an eclectic Halloween parade where the line between costumed humans and actual monsters blurred.
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Last week, they celebrated May the 4th recreating some of the most iconic scenes from the Star Wars saga, including a speeder-biker race through the Monaco Formula 1 circuit (Star Wars references are also a constant throughout the year, including a Millenium Falcon, which occasionally lands at Knuffingen Airport).

The exhibit also responds to significant global events. After the recent papal election, white smoke rose from the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican section.

And while we’re in the Italy region, if I understand the information on their website correctly (which the less-than-perfect translation to English makes slightly confusing) the Colosseum’s lighting may change whenever a death sentence is commuted or overturned, just as the real Colosseum does (did you know this was a thing? I didn’t!):


“Ever since 1999 the original Colosseum has become a memorial as to the wrongness of death penalty. Whenever the death penalty is suspended somewhere or has been abolished by a nation, the original building will be awash with light for 48 hours. This installation is also part of the Wunderland version of the Colosseum and shines brightly every night.”



Alternatively, maybe this means that they always have a special lighting homage setup? Unclear. I personally appreciate the anti-death-penalty activism, in any case.

What’s definitely true is that the Colosseum’s miniature version has an interesting interactive feature where the illumination of the front of the building is controlled by visitors' body temperature: "A freezing person will make the light turn blue, whereas the hot blooded spectator will wash the front in a reddish hue.” I mean, sure, why not.

In the miniature world, tourists and students wander through the iconic remains and, if you pay attention, you can see some monks secretly stealing pieces of wall (a reference to the little known fact that St. Peter's Basilica was partly constructed from rocks taken from the outer rings of the Colosseum).

And these are just some random fun facts from one small part of one region.

There are uncountable other details

There is a drive-in cinema which when I visited was  screening a Pixar short (obviously, what else). I loved the figurine of a woman who was ironing while watching the movie, just like my mother likes to do (though she doesn’t have a penchant for doing it in public).
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In the Hamburg section, you can of course find a meta-surprise: the Miniatur Wunderland Miniature (see the picture at the top of this post). Peer through the windows of the building and you’ll glimpse a mini-model of the very exhibition you’re standing in. If you squint (or bring a magnifying glass with you), you can even see the world's smallest model railroad, built at a scale of 1:7,569.
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At the push of a button, the Elbphilharmonie (Hamburg’s Philharmonie) opens to reveal the detailed interior of the concert hall, with miniature musicians halfway through a performance, moving their tiny arms. Funnily enough, the miniature building was actually completed before the real one was finished: a testament to how efficiently everything works in this pocket universe.

3) Because all of this… just works!

Seeing a complex technical system operating smoothly feels very rewarding. Better than those “satisfying perfect fit” videos.

This is also another case of my being better able to appreciate some aspects of reality when reality is shrunk to a graspable size.

I know, abstractly, that our whole world operates through systems and technological marvels that are nothing short of a miracle. I frequent airports and I’m in awe every time I take a plane. But I cannot really comprehend what it means for, say, London Heathrow to average 1,300 flight movements per day.

When a system is miniaturised, its complexity becomes more visible, not less. It makes it somewhat legible, and all the more striking for that.

Beyond the aesthetics and attention to detail, Miniatur Wunderland is an engineering feat, run behind the scenes by over 50 computers. You may not understand how anything works, but you feel in your bones how impressive it is.

Take their carsystem, for example. Cars aren’t on tracks. They’re free-roaming, guided by magnetic wires buried beneath the road surface. Each car contains a tiny motor, battery, and steering magnet, plus sensors that let it "see" what's ahead, whether that’s a red light, a traffic jam, or a duck crossing the road. When batteries run low, vehicles autonomously navigate to designated charging stations, where they dock and recharge. It’s a miniature autonomous vehicle network, with congestion and all.

They explain on their website:


“We didn’t want the control software to follow a fixed sequence of steps, but rather provide each vehicle with a "brain". […]

Currently, the program has one process for each car that computes all its options 20 times per second. Vehicles can just drive around, have a fixed destination, can be limited to a certain route (i.e. buses or garbage trucks), or be on their way to an incident (fire fighters, oversized heavy transporters). For each vehicle, not only its exact location has to be determined but also its next options, such as: catching up to another car, approaching a crossing (with or without right of way regulation), entering the highway (relatively complicated, since another car already driving on the highway might have to be informed to change lanes, in case it hasn't noticed for itself yet), recharging the battery, etc.

A vehicle, resp. the computer program, decides at every branch which way to go by checking various criteria: Is the new route permitted for the type of car? Does it lead eventually to the car's destination? (Imagine virtual “roadsigns” at every crossing.) Is the route free, or at least free enough so that the car wouldn’t have to stop if it selected that route? Is there no fire fighting operation blocking the street? (Should this be the case, the vehicle checks other routes and also, if the detour is permitted for its type of vehicle).

Should there be more than one route fulfilling all criteria, the vehicle picks one route at random under consideration of pre-defined probabilities (i.e., a truck seldom enters residential areas). Once the vehicle selects a route, it checks if a turn signal has to be set or if stopping is required. (If a car has to stop on a highway, hazard warning lights start blinking automatically.) If there are no obstacles whatsoever, the vehicle enters the street and drives on with the speed defined for this route.

Our vehicles always check the right of way, yield to the highway rule of preferably driving on the right lane, stop at closed raillway crossing gates, obey traffic lights, grant the right of way to firefighters in operation, and stop at pedestrian crossings. If stuck in a traffic jam, they might let a car from a side street sneak in, and they also wait patiently behind garbage trucks with frequent stops. However, once in a while, a car gets caught in a radar trap because of speeding and subsequently is stopped by the police.

Buses make scheduled stops and at night, all vehicles turn on the headlights. They are switched off again at dawn, except for the Scandinavian layout. In the German section, about 10% of the cars run with headlights turned on at daytime, too – also controlled at random.”



I’m going to spare you more details which basically boil down to my metaphorically pointing at things and (not-so-silently) mouthing: “LOOK AT THAT. Seriously, can you believe this?” You can read more on their website (though if you’re anything like me, not nearly as much as you’d like. I can’t believe that they have not given an update on their in-progress ship control system since 2018) or, even better, check out their YouTube channel, which is a bit more up-to-date and has great behind-the-scenes commentary.

4) The whimsical touch

A massive world-class exhibition of engineering excellence and microscopic detail would have been enough to make me want to write this review. But what takes Miniatur Wunderland from "wow, impressive" to "I can't stop smiling as I walk around this place" are all the jokes, Easter Eggs, and playful touches left throughout. You can tell that the people working there are having a blast —and that they have a penchant for geeky culture, the absurd, the tongue-in-cheek, and occasionally, the mildly risqué (translation: there are a few hidden scenes of a mildly and not-so-mildly sexual nature, including a couple in a field of sunflowers with Cupid perched above them).

Somewhere in Monaco…. there’s a rooftop party for rich people. Scrooge McDuck is there, caught mid-jump into a pool of gold.
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In the harbor, you can spot James Bond’s yacht (which, at the touch of a button, reveals his legendary red Ferrari, hidden inside) as well a gloomy, black yacht that stands out like a sore thumb (which is only apt for their owners, the Adams Family, which I imagine are fans of sore thumbs).

Also in Monaco, Nintendo characters are placed on the Formula-1 race track.

Somewhere, in an alley in Italy… the Ghostbusters prepare for an intervention. When you press a button, a car lift activates that brings into view the DeLorean and the Batmobile, just below the Ectomobile.

In a massive festival scene populated by thousands of figures, a keen, patient eye might be able to spot a group of cows dancing among the crowd.

Near the Flying Dutchman display in Scandinavia, an ice floe hosts three polar bears. One of them is holding a tiny bottle of Coca-Cola.

An UFO occasionally hovers over Central Germany. A lost alien can be spotted in the forest. Also in a German forest, there’s a well-hidden school for rabbits, who appear to be studying a diagram of an Easter Egg.

Speaking of aliens, one of the highway billboards shows a poster for the film Alien… with the face of ALF.

There is a group of aliens negotiating with government officials in a room in Area 51.

If you kneel in the Antarctica region, just below the exhibit there’s a small hole: if you look through it you’ll see Scrat, the Ice Age Rodent, frozen in ice, hugging its dear acorn.

I could keep going, but I imagine this is not very fun to read about. Certainly not nearly as fun as accidentally discovering them in person; when you're casually looking at some boring mountain scene and suddenly spot a tiny yeti peeking from behind a tree, or a microscopic couple doing something they probably shouldn't be doing in public, taking a couple of seconds to process and retracing your steps as you wonder: “Wait, did I just see…?”

But these little surprises do more than amuse you. I feel like they also quietly rewire your sense of what belongs where. You’re looking at a hyper-detailed model of Rome and then there it is: a mermaid in a fountain. The boundary between what’s mundane and what’s magical begins to blur. You start to feel like maybe the real world is full of similar glitches –things that are too small, too strange, or too well-hidden to notice. You just aren’t paying enough attention.

Ok, I want to know what charmingly deranged mind is behind all this.

I’m glad you asked. At least this is something that I feel like I can explain!  Basically, Frederik Braun saw a model train in Zurich, had a nostalgic crisis, and called his twin brother six times in one day to convince him that they should quit their nightclub business to build the world’s largest model railway. And then they did.

Here’s the official version (which, lest you doubt my summarising skills, is exactly what I said, with more words. I’m quoting it just so that you know that I’m not making anything up):


In July 2000, Frederik Braun was visiting the alpine city of Zurich, Switzerland. Strolling through the alleys of Zurich’s center, he came across a railway model shop, which at once evoked childhood memories in him. Inspired by this reminiscence, the idea to make a long forgotten childhood dream come true became more and more prominent within hours after seeing the railway model shop.



The “at once evoked childhood memories” part could make you believe that he was very interested in trains as a child. From my (limited, imperfect) research, it looks like journalists often lean into the idea that the twins were lifelong train enthusiasts, presumably because it makes a tidy story. But my reading is that, yes, they liked trains, but they liked other things even more, including LEGO and construction games, and then fire departments (and following this, model fire trucks). Which, if one so insists, can also clearly be used for the purpose of imposing a clean narrative arc. They write in their autobiography:


Fire departments have two attractions we couldn't resist in the long run: They are red. They are loud. And in our case: There was a fire station nearby. Fire station 13 on Sedanstraße was just around the corner. I believe we stood in front of the gates for hours, and when the gates opened and a fire engine drove out with sirens blaring, we would hop on our bicycles and chase after them. When the streets were reasonably clear, they naturally soon left us behind. But that didn't stop us. We asked pedestrians and kept pestering people until we knew where the fire department had gone. I should emphasize that we weren't rubberneckers. We weren't interested in horror images of the injured or dramatic rescues of people standing in burning window frames too afraid to jump. […]

But we wanted to better understand the fire department operations. For this reason, we eventually started keeping statistics. When was the operation? How long did it last? How many vehicles were involved? One might find it strange that little boys approach their hobby this way, but behind it lies a method of approaching reality. We didn't check out books about the history of the fire department from the library. We also didn't watch documentaries about how the fire department works. If we wanted to know how the fire department functioned, we went there and looked at it. And when you look at something so impartially, you maintain your own perspective. That's basically how I still approach almost all situations in life [original in German, translation by Claude].



So here you have it: two brothers with a strong empirical mindset who like understanding complex systems for themselves, and making everything about fire brigades. That explains things. Who knew a childhood stalking emergency services would pay off so spectacularly?

Now, back to Frederik’s epiphany in Switzerland:


On the very same day, Frederik called his twin brother Gerrit, taking him by surprise by saying: “We are going to build the world’s largest model railway”. Gerrit, rather sceptic by nature, thought Frederik had gone mad and doubted the sincerity of his idea. But after receiving at least another six calls that day, with Frederik enthusiastically proposing new ideas on the topic, Gerrit realized how serious his brother was about the idea. He started considering the project from an economical and technical point of view. He came to the conclusion, that the project would be a technological challenge, the economic aspect would be very risky, from an entrepreneurial point of view it would be plain crazy, but overall it should be possible. Thus, Gerrit was infected by this idea as well. At that time, the two brothers, together with their business partner Stephan Hertz, had been running a night club in Hamburg and wanted out of the nightlife scene for a while.



First of all, I love the implication that, obviously, it was Gerrit’s natural scepticism that made him doubt that his brother was serious about building the world’s largest model train. Not like someone with standard-to-low amounts of scepticism wouldn’t have asked: "Did you fall on the snow and hit your head?"

Secondly, I’m intrigued by the persuasive strategy here: six follow-up calls in one day. I’m even more intrigued by the fact that it worked.

Third: I love “Overall it should be possible” and, frankly, see it as the operating philosophy of Miniatur Wunderland. Not easy, not profitable, not normal. Just “should be possible.”

Also, it’s painfully clear to me which twin wrote this origin story. Just saying.

On their website, they add a bit more colour to the psychological profiles of Gerrit “the Sceptic By Nature” who would “slow down Frederik down with rational facts” and Frederick, the hyperactive visionary:


Being a mathematician at heart Gerrit knew that according to the laws of probability, he only had to wait for his brother to come up with a scheme that would look promising. It was only a question of waiting patiently and talking his brother out of the non-promising ideas.

Until he was 11 he managed to rationalize his brother out of his scintillations, until Frederik approached him with the idea to build a huge Mickey Mouse comic book collection [Frederik in fact framed this as “the world’s biggest Mickey Mouse comic book collection”], making profits out of buying and reselling comic books. Gerrit simply couldn’t find any arguments against this plan and joined in.



Which, again, explains a lot of things.

Gerrit’s bio also notes that “[he] was good at construction [and] built an igloo out of cigarette cartons […] He invented a chronometer for motor sports and a unique billing software for catering, which is in use until today.” You know, the classic trifecta: cardboard igloo, precision timekeeping, and enterprise-grade billing infrastructure. All equally valid entries on your CV.

But I digress.


In order to find out whether enough visitors would come to cover the substantial capital outlay, the three of them decided to do a survey. More than 3,000 people with different characteristics were interviewed online and asked to decide which, mostly fictional, touristic places of interest they would want to see when visiting Hamburg. Male survey participants voted the idea of the “Miniatur Wunderland” to number 3, whereas with female voters it fell into last place.



I’m confused about these survey results: I would have expected women to like, or at the very least not hate this idea (full disclosure: I’m a woman). I looked into this story and got mixed information, but one possible explanation, reading between a lot of lines, is that the concept was presented as the world’s largest model railway. Not “the most intricate miniature universe”. Different PR vibe.


Despite this controversial outcome the founding team decided: “WE ARE GOING TO BUILD THE WORLD’S LARGEST MODEL RAILWAY” [apt capitalisation already in the original]



And, I will add, “WE WILL MAKE SURE THAT EVERYONE LIKES IT”. This is where the “miniature world” came into play.

I guess: mission accomplished? I realise there’s a strong selection bias here, but I’m yet to hear or read a negative take on Miniatur Wunderland.

It has almost 100k reviews on Google Maps, and an average rating of 4.8. That’s higher than the Louvre.

We all know the moral of the story: You can just do things. If it sounds barely possible, well, that’s already 90% of the job done.

Do you (or someone else) really not have anything remotely negative to say about this place?

It would make for a nice final touch to what’s already a ruthlessly balanced and objective review, completely free of personal enthusiasm, sentimental overinvestment, or uncritical awe.

First of all, no one said anything about impartiality in the task specification.

Secondly, I swear, in case there’s any remaining doubt, that this is not a sponsored review.

Third, I have a few not-so-positive things to say about Miniatur Wunderland.

To begin with, it is in Hamburg. I don’t live in Hamburg, nor is it convenient for me to visit Hamburg frequently.

Tickets can also be a bit expensive (it costs about 33 euros). Not all-things-considered expensive, but absolute-terms expensive for anyone who’s broke and needs to watch their spending. They don’t even offer an annual pass or any type of ticket that allows for repeated visits. If I lived in Hamburg, I would want to go there every week. Or at the very least every month, to see how it changes and evolves, and notice different details every time and enjoy myself without pressure. But that would be really bad for my finances. So maybe I should be grateful, after all, that I don’t live in Hamburg.

But its biggest drawback is the crowds. It’s strongly recommended to book tickets in advance, otherwise, you risk waiting over an hour to get in, or being turned away entirely. Even better, I’d recommend visiting at off-peak times, like early mornings or late nights on weekdays. It’s a bit of a shame that an exhibition so perfectly suited to delight neurodivergent visitors also involves one of the very things many neurodivergent people find most challenging. But there’s only so much you can do about it. And while I am, admittedly, the kind of person who complains about there being too many people while very much being people myself, I wasn’t too upset this time. It honestly makes me happy that a place like this is so well-loved.

Lastly: it’s really difficult to find information about this place, though I suspect it would be easier if I spoke German. I had a bunch of questions that I would have loved to answer (and present in this review) but it seemed impossible without making this my full-time investigative job and watching all their YouTube videos (which I wish I had the time to do!). Their website is not up to date, while the exhibition is constantly changing. LLMs were close to useless for research purposes due to their severe, but hilariously fitting, hallucinations (I mean, who can blame them, if you’re going to make up funny details and stories, you would be pressed to find a better excuse). The twins’ autobiography is not translated. There’s a documentary that Amazon wouldn’t let me watch without an Amazon Germany account, and it wouldn’t let me get an account without a German address and credit card (I did try!) There’s also some sort of Apple docuseries that I found equally inaccessible. At one point I paid £40 for a book on Amazon that looked promising, only to discover it was essentially a collection of blurry photos printed on low-grade paper, bound without page numbers, captions, or shame. (I got my £40 back.)

I think there’s a really good opportunity to bring more of this story to the English-speaking world. Someone, please, take it.

Some final caveats and closing thoughts

I didn’t have a pre-existing passion for or deep knowledge about model trains before visiting, beyond a vague sense that they were cool. As for miniatures, my experience is equally limited: mostly second-hand, via friends who are into Warhammer and my own appreciation for board games with unnecessarily elaborate miniatures. I’m sure there’s some context and commentary I’m missing, but I’ve written this from the only perspective I could: that of a curious visitor who found real joy in something unexpected.

I still don’t fully understand why this place struck such a strong chord with me. Perhaps it's because I'm drawn to ephemeral experiences out of low-key masochism: I have a bad memory, and it bothers me knowing I won't be able to fully capture moments to remember later. Most experiences can be at least partially salvaged through narrative: books can be summarized with my impressions, theatre plays have their storylines and often recordings, and even ballet performances can theoretically be found on video somewhere. But Miniatur Wunderland is perpetually transforming, and documenting it all seems utterly unmanageable. It changes from one day to the next, not in some vague "you cannot step in the same river twice" sense, but in the very tangible reality of a figurine you were particularly fond of disappearing overnight, replaced by an entirely new scene. Even with a set mind to record it all (I could drain three more phone batteries taking photos and videos), you wouldn't scratch the surface of this world. And how could you possibly capture its spatial nature? The way you move through it, kneel down for different perspectives, push buttons to trigger delightful effects or get a chocolate bar?

There’s also what I said at the beginning about this place combining scale with close-up storytelling, making it easier to simultaneously hold an analytical and empathic perspective. There are other experiences that sound like they should fulfill a similar purpose, yet didn’t for me. Take video games. I used to play the Sims as a child, but this experience feels like it favours storytelling over real scale. Age of Empires provided scale but missed the close-up empathy and whimsy for me. More recently, open-world video games seem like they should work, but for some reason the hyper-realistic, voice-acted characters in my screen feel less real and fleshed-out than a static tiny person hunched under the weight of a heavy backpack while waiting in line at a miniature airport. Maybe it’s because digital spaces feel provisional. They vanish the moment you close the program or move away. But when I leave the room, I know the figurines will still be there.

The best analogy I’ve managed to come up with for Miniatur Wunderland is “a very big 3-D Where’s Waldo? book-turned-installation”. That gets pretty close. Tiny scenes everywhere, hundreds of micro-dramas unfolding at once, and the constant feeling that you’re missing something delightful just outside your field of view.

But there’s one key difference. In Where’s Waldo?, or any other of the aforementioned games, you’re doing something. You have a task. There’s an objective, a target, a sense of completion. Even in video games or puzzle books or interactive museums, there’s usually some kind of utilitarian frame: Find the thing. Solve the thing. Win the thing.

In Miniatur Wunderland, there’s none of that. You're not trying to accomplish anything. You're just looking. Just enjoying. And that, I think, is the disarming power of it: a world built entirely for wonder, that doesn’t ask anything of you.

It doesn’t even ask that you notice. In fact, I’m sure there are plenty of details that no one ever appreciates before they vanish. I read a Reddit AMA with a Wunderland worker who was talking about how a lot of the work inside the trains (inside the trains!) isn’t seen. For example, they had a pizza-battle inside one carriage in Italy.

And this is probably what I appreciate the most about the Wunderlander spirit: the quiet encouragement to create and build, not because it will be noticed, or rewarded, but simply because it brings you joy. Because it’s fun. Because you care. Or because you deeply believe it’s the right thing to do.


Notes


[1]

Well, except technically he was wrong, because Miniatur Wunderland is an exhibition, not a museum. But never let semantics get in the way of a good opening paragraph.



[2]

(Not) Fun Fact: I now feel self-conscious every time I use an em dash, terrified that I might be accused of being an LLM.



[3]

I’d totally visit a bookshop called ‘Fascinating Books’ though.



[4]

I swear this is not a sponsored review.






Museum Of Science, Boston

Parents say that they take their kids to the Museum of Science to spark a love of discovery, inspire an appreciation of the scientific method, and to learn about the world. That is all very nice, but the real reason you should go is to experience the hand stamp machines, which are in my opinion the museum's best and most popular interactive exhibit.

The museum treats hand stamping as a routine security measure, barely worth mentioning on their website. They do not realize that they have accidentally created the world's most popular introduction to practical robotics. It's supposed to be for re-entry purposes, but in my family, we consider it a special transitional moment, leaving us  physically marked by the essence of Science.

There is no limit to the stamping, as far as I can tell. From our extensive personal experience, I can assure you these stamps wash off easily and do not stain clothes, even if your children get stamped so many times that their hands begin to resemble an extremely redacted CIA document.

This might seem to be a ridiculous amount of time spent talking about hand stamps, but trust me, it will slowly begin to make sense, when we get up to the snakes. At any rate, besides for the excitement of getting your hand stamped by a robot that might accidentally bite it off, my kids spend most of the time racing between the dinosaur fossils, the space capsule, and every button that looks even remotely pushable.

We shall start with the basics. The Museum of Science (mos.org) has all the expected features of the modern cultural institution known as a museum. It's clean and well-managed. It is staffed mostly by friendly volunteers. The facility is both stroller and wheelchair accessible, exhibits are translated into Spanish, and yes, there's parking. There are permanent exhibits and temporary exhibits

For a while, there was a temporary exhibit titled "Survival of the Slowest.” The exhibit featured slow creatures whose evolutionary success at survival shows the advantage of slowness. These included sloths, tortoises, and—most importantly for our story—several snakes.

One of my children had recently picked up the phrase "slow and steady wins the race," and over-generalized this idea to their everyday life. Seeing this exhibit, our child naturally took it as a personal vindication of their slowness. For example, they get dressed very, very slowly because they want to 'win the race'.

Me: What race?

Child: I am winning it! And THEY are losing it! BUSTED!

I hope they do not mind being busted, whoever ‘they’ are. Maybe they are dangerous snakes. Unfortunately, the Museum of Science never seems to have the snakes we want to see. This wouldn't be a problem if we hadn't become accidental snake connoisseurs.

Before we slither deeper into herpetological observations, please note that we do not speak Parseltongue. Our expertise in herpetology comes entirely from a single thrift store purchase, namely “Good Snakekeeping”, a book by a certain Philip Purser about the care and keeping of snakes. Philip Purser does not know it, but he is regularly quoted by my children.

My children have absorbed his advice and the information contained therein as eagerly as a python might swallow a mouse. Although I have made it very clear that they are not getting a pet snake, ever, they still like snakes, and so they asked a nearby museum staffer about the possibility of seeing an anaconda.

Anacondas (in case you haven't read Good Snakekeeping) are the largest snake in the Americas, capable of swallowing a capybara whole, and reach lengths of over twenty feet. The museum staffer regretfully informed us that they do not have an anaconda. The closest thing they had to an anaconda was… a boa named Andy.

All they had was a ball python. A ball python is a perfectly harmless pet snake that rarely exceeds five feet in length and spends most of its time curled up in a ball. Despite my partner's valiant attempts at snake-related sports humor ("It could be a basketball python! A baseball python! A football python!"), the kids remained adamant—they really wanted to see an anaconda.

I mean, what self-respecting snake enthusiast, having devoted countless hours to reading about feeding schedules, healthy scale patterns, and diagnosing conditions like mouth rot and scale fungus, could possibly be satisfied with a ball python that Philip Purser dismissively categorized as "perfect for beginners"?

The children began to whine. So I insightfully reminded everyone that we can't control other people's feelings. We can only control our own feelings. We can't make each other happy; we can only make ourselves happy. This philosophical truism, delivered in front of a thoroughly unimpressed and unimpressive ball python, did not make anyone happy.

But it wasn't until our third visit to “Survival Of The Slowest” that I realized we were living through a modern retelling of humanity's oldest cautionary tale. The museum was giving us an exercise in the original sin. Like Eve in the Garden of Eden, ignoring my warnings, my children seemed drawn to the forbidden glass as if by magnetic force. And while I would like to (not-at-all defensively) report that they weren't exactly tapping on it, they were definitely touching it, skin to glass.

This was a remarkable parallel to the episode in the Biblical Garden of Eden, where God gave what seemed like an unambiguous, basic rule: Adam and Eve could eat from any tree — except the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. The consequence was clear: eating from it would lead to their death.

But then, as you see in the text in Genesis, Adam told Eve that God said not to even touch the tree. This was wrong, and a misrepresentation of the original rule.

Enter the Snake. This proto-rationalist-Dark Arts practicing serpent asked Eve about God's prohibition. Eve, based on Adam's modified version, claimed they couldn't eat or even touch the fruit without dying. The serpent, identifying this exploitable failure state in the rule implementation, promptly pushed her into the fruit.

When she remained very much alive, the forbidden fruit suddenly seemed less forbidden. One bite later, and, well, it ended badly for all of us. And so history repeats itself at the Museum of Science: the children visiting the Museum played the role of Eve, the museum staffers were cast as Adam with their well-meaning but overzealous interpretations of the rules, and the snake was the tempting snake. As in the original tale, everyone ended up punished.


	The museum staffers were punished by having to spend their time at the museum scolding small children instead of educating people.

	The children were punished by not being able to touch anything.

	Parents and guardians were punished by enduring judgmental looks from others for their imperfectly behaved children.

	The snake was punished by losing the ability to talk, losing its hands and legs, and ending up in science museums, where it spends all day crawling on its belly, listening to kids being scolded for touching the glass.



My children's current habit of touching rather than tapping the glass actually represents significant progress in their museum behavior, from a few years ago, when they would have been climbing it.

A few years ago, a deadly anxiety-inducing pandemic was spreading globally. We were existing in a perpetual state of sleep deprivation. You might remember it—it was kind of a big deal. There was something about masks, handwashing, and plexiglass barriers everywhere.

What was it called again? Ah well, no matter. The important thing is that the museum was fully prepared…to ensure that we knew exactly where the ‘No Climbing’ signs were located. Wherever we went, a museum staffer was always happy to helpfully show us these signs, which were everywhere a child might wish to climb. I felt personally responsible for — and embarrassed of — my children's misbehavior, and I never wanted to visit again.

But the museum really is a fascinating place,  and my partner has an impressive amount of intestinal fortitude when it comes to taking them out in public. I'm acutely aware of every judging eye, so I found myself continually delivering carefully crafted lectures about proper museum behavior, just loudly enough for nearby adults to hear that I was trying, but hopefully not so loud as to disturb others.

"We respect the rules of the museum," I announced grandly, avoiding eye contact with possibly/probably disapproving strangers, hoping they would be impressed by my publicly visible performance of committed parenting even if they never see any actual results. I'm not sure this did anything for their behavior, but I like to think that my efforts contributed to our never getting banned from the museum.

But enough about my deeply ineffective parenting strategies. Let's talk about birds. The museum of Science has a huge bird exhibit, which is placed far away from the snakes.

We never get into trouble at the bird exhibit. That's because the exhibit consists of hundreds of stuffed birds that are all displayed on shelves, covered with plexiglass. Nearby, there are a few rocks that you're actually allowed to climb, making this my personal favorite exhibit for sitting down and pretending to do important work on my phone while my partner handles the actual parenting.

Here's where things get philosophically interesting: these fascinating specimens remain mysteriously anonymous. That's because there are NO LABELS. The birds look interesting, and some are ones I've seen before, and I would love to know their names. We even paid for tickets to learn about things like that at this museum. And got stamped.

Why don't they have labels? The exhibit designer, apparently channeling some sort of extreme realistic naturalist philosophy, claims this creates a more 'real life' experience. This is bad, evil, dumb, and epitomizes the realistic and natural constraints of optimizing for weird preferences over basic epistemic functionality.

This is a realistic and natural experience? You know, like in real life when 100 different species of birds are naturally sitting around on shelves in the middle of the forest, with a computer conveniently located nearby to look up their numbers and find out if they're endangered or not? Just like that.

Rant: This isn't just poor design—it's completely missing the point. They've managed to create an exhibit that simultaneously fails at being educational (having no labels) and at being true to life (consists of stuffed dead birds in glass cases in neat rows). Worst of all, it's counterproductive. I can't spend an hour playing bird bingo on your computer! I need to look at my phone supervise the children.

Finally, I would like to make some random observations about their commitment to bilingualism. The Museum of Science deserves credit for making their exhibits accessible to Spanish speakers. In fact, nearly every display includes accurate Spanish translations of the scientific content.

For me, this linguistic awareness makes their other institutional blind spot even more puzzling. All over the museum, critical safety information, emergency exit signs, and elevator warnings lack Spanish translations.

The museum seems to have decided that Spanish speakers should have access to knowledge about axolotls, neutron stars and plate tectonics, but not have any information about what to do in case of fire or which elevator not to enter with a wheelchair. I recommend that if you only speak Spanish, you should bring an English speaker with you – in case of an emergency.

Overall, the Museum of Science is a place I recommend visiting. We are fortunate to be able to access a scientific institution  full of opportunities for testing the limits of both natural laws and human rules. While it may not be perfect, it provides many indoor opportunities for learning, even in the Boston winter, and even if sometimes the lessons we learn don't seem to be exactly what the exhibit designers intended.

Just don't tap on the glass—or touch it, or look at it too intensely, or think about it too hard. The staff will know.






My Childhood Television Set

The television I grew up with, on its four stubby legs, was about as tall as it was wide — it came up to my chest — and nearly as deep, if you count where the tapering end of the picture tube stuck out the back. It stood angled against the far corner of the “family room” opposite the couch and the bookshelf.

To turn it on I would pull a metal knob, reeded along the outer edge like a quarter. After resisting for a while, the knob would pop out toward me. Then, with a hum and a soft rattle of static pops, the television would awaken, and the hairs on my arm would rise toward the screen. Maybe this effect was why mom would sometimes tell us not to sit so near, fearing what the cathode rays might do to us at close range.

If I kept pulling the knob, it would come off entirely, revealing the stubby post that it was attached to. If I was feeling mischievous, I could push the post back into the set to turn it off, hide the knob, and then someone would have to hunt up the needle-nosed pliers if they wanted to watch TV. The knob attached to the post by sliding over it, as a hollow cylinder of metal with a more flexible band of metal inside to keep tension against the post. The metals were different sorts, so if I put the knob in my mouth (I was at a put-everything-in-your-mouth age), a strange sensation would run across my tongue where the metals swapped electrons through my saliva.

Behind the television, where the power cord and cable drooped, dust bunnies and legos collected. A handful of stubby plastic pegs stuck out near the top of a back panel of perforated particle board, next to a couple of bolts where you could attach rabbit ears if you weren’t fortunate enough to have cable like we did; you could twist these pegs to fine tune the set. Not understanding the theory, I took an experimental approach and learned I could make the colors go all wrong by cranking certain of the pegs in one direction or the other, or make the picture flutter like a curtain in the wind with another.

Inside the back panel was mystery stuff: vacuum tubes and solid state electronic doozywhatsits and dusty wires covered with woven insulation. Stuff I wasn’t supposed to touch. The picture tube itself gave up few of its secrets on being inspected from behind, but up front, if I looked at it very closely (when my mom wasn’t looking), it resolved into a honeycomb of tiny colored dots, which I found curious and suggestive.

Every once in a while one of the vacuum tubes would go bad. My dad would open the back panel, and, from a cloud of strangely-smelling singed dust, pull out the suspicious ones. We’d take these to the variety store across town where, one at a time, he would plug them into a free-standing console with multiple sockets labeled with the various tube variety codes. Some sort of indicator (a light? a gauge?) would indicate the health of the tube, and, having found the culprit, my dad would buy a replacement in a little dark blue thin cardboard box and we’d be back in business.

On top of the television was the weekly newspaper supplement that gave the programming schedule for the week. (Later on we’d have a VCR up on top, and, for a while, a pong console down among the dust bunnies.)

If it was early in the morning before anyone else was up, pickings were slim. There were thirteen channels on the set, accessible by turning a knob with the numbers 1 to 13 on it from click to click. But the first one, channel 1, was a sort of cruel joke — the Judas of the thirteen; it never had anything on, merely snow and a roar. And through the wee hours of the morning the remaining twelve were reduced to one as the others went off the air. That one lone channel featured a black-and-white camera on a pivot panning slowly back and forth across a series of analog dials showing time, temperature, wind speed and direction, barometric pressure, and things of that sort. It was not riveting, but until 6am or so, it was that or the snow on channel 1. Sometimes I chose the snow.

At six there was at least Davey & Goliath. If you’re not familiar with Davey & Goliath: it was a jerky claymation cartoon featuring a young boy and his dog who earnestly if sluggishly enacted the sorts of Sunday School lessons that stern Lutheran grownups thought would be morally nutritious for children. It was dreadful, but better than panning over dials, and usually better, depending on my mood, than electric snow. Like a lot of children’s television from that time, it was awkwardly, urgently, desperately trying to convince me that there was nothing wrong with negroes and that they were just like normal people and that there was absolutely no reason to suspect that they were menacing and criminal or ignorant and incompetent. In retrospect I can’t help but think there must have been a better way of going about this. I think their hearts were in the right place.

At six thirty the other channels would begin to come to life, including the cartoons: the good stuff. Bugs Bunny and the rest of the Warner Brothers crew were my favorites, but at some level it didn’t matter much as long as it was engaging — something other than those tedious shows grownups went for, like soap operas or Watergate. I was chasing a high. Sometimes, to amuse herself, mom would wait for a commercial break to begin and then ask us what show we were watching. We often wouldn’t remember. We weren’t watching the shows so much as we were getting stoned on them. The whirling lights and colors, the infinite jesters of wisecracks and sound effects, the pointless stories... all just peripheral, like the clatter of the roller coaster machinery under our feet, as we turned off our minds, relaxed, and floated downstream in blissful emptiness.




My Father's Instant Mashed Potatoes

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]



My dad only actually enjoys about ten foods, nine of them beige. His bread? White. His pizza? Cheese. His meat? Turkey breast. And his side dish? Mashed potatoes.

As a child I hated mashed potatoes, despite his evangelization of them. I too was a picky eater growing up, but I would occasionally attempt to see what he saw in his beloved spuds. Whenever I tried a bite, the texture disgusted me: a gritty gruel of salty flakes coated with the oleic pall of margarine. The flavor reminded me of stale Pringles. I checked back once every couple years, but was repulsed by them every time.

I lobbied my parents for pasta or frozen tater tots or any other side I actually liked. Family dinners were often dichotomous, the same protein supplemented by two different carbs. “You are not my son,” my father would joke as he continued to put away his potato slop. “Maybe you’re not my father,” I’d shoot back when he shunned the rest of the family’s rice pilaf. Our starch preferences seemed irreconcilable.

As I entered my teen years, my palate expanded. After I’d tried and enjoyed brussels sprouts and sushi and escargot, my hatred of one of the most basic and inoffensive of all foods seemed silly. One day at a nice restaurant, I decided to give mashed potatoes one more try.

Upon taking my first bite, I realized three things:



	
Mashed potatoes are good.



	
Whatever my dad had been eating at home was not mashed potatoes.



	
My world is built on lies.







Mashed Potatoes are Good

Potatoes were domesticated several millennia ago at the dawn of agriculture in the rugged highlands near Lake Titicaca in modern-day Peru. Their origins lie in a wild family of tiny, bitter, pockmarked solanum roots, so full of glycoalkaloids that when foraged they had to be eaten alongside clay to soak up their toxins. From this paltry stock of nightshades, archaic peoples of the Andes gradually husbanded generous, nutritious, mild tubers that would remain the staple of the region’s foodways through several successive civilizations.

[image: ]

These roots resemble the ancestral stock of modern potatoes (source)

Andean peoples found all sorts of ways to prepare their potatoes. The most immediate method was to boil them into stews, soups, or mashes with local flavoring agents - herbs, salt, chilis. Earthenware ovens called huatias were used to bake them. With even more time, they could be fermented into tocosh, an edible paste with antibacterial properties.

To get the spuds to really last, though, they were subjected to a natural freeze-drying method that produced shrivelled potato pellets called chuño. Repeatedly frozen by bitter mountain nights, baked in the sun, and stomped on to remove water, chuño remains shelf stable for up to a decade and can be rehydrated into a spongy, earthy, slightly less nutritious potato-like object.

The ability to produce chuño on the Altiplano is thought to have contributed to the Incan empire’s military dominance of the region, since despite its generally unappealing gustatory properties it’s perfect for keeping troops fed on long marches. Chuño also allowed Incan civilization to stockpile surpluses against lean years and trade potatoes as commodities over great distances. It wasn’t the best way to eat a potato you harvested today, but it was the only way to turn a potato you have today into a potato you’ll have two years from now. That had immense value.

After the Spanish conquest and the Columbian exchange, the potato made gradual inroads into the Old World, where the previous best root vegetables were often comparatively less nutritious parsnips and turnips. There was an initial adjustment period: new cultivars capable of growing in shorter hours of daylight had to be developed, objections to the absence of tubers in the Bible needed to be quelled, and the French eventually had to concede that potatoes do not, as they at first believed, cause leprosy.

With these hurdles cleared, in the 19th century the potato spread out and became one of the easiest and most efficient ways to turn arable land into palatable calories the world over. National cuisines incorporated the new staple crop thoroughly, and it’s now hard to imagine Italian food without gnocchi, French sans vichyssoise, tapas without patatas bravas, a Eurasia bereft of aloo and rösti and colcannon and latkes.

Europe’s new potato lovers also took to the simple recipe of boiling ‘em and mashing ‘em. While South America had lacked the livestock for dairy, in Europe the potato mash soon achieved its ultimate form with the addition of milk and butter, which impart a smoother texture and richer taste. Hannah Glasse’s procedure published in 1747 in The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy is, minus the long s’s, still just about how I make them today:

Maſhed Potatoes.


BOIL your potatoes, peel them and put them into a ſauce-pan, maſh them well ; To two pounds of potatoes, put a pint of milk, a little ſalt, ſtir them well together, take care they don’t ſtick to the bottom, then take a quarter of a pound of butter, ſtir in and ſerve it up.



Nowhere was the potato embraced more thoroughly than in Ireland. In the early 19th century, extractive British demands on Irish agriculture to feed the armies fighting Napoleon reduced the available land for Irish farmers to feed themselves. Achieving maximum caloric density on the remaining land was paramount, and almost nothing is denser than the potato.

Potatoes quickly became an integral part of Irish life, so essential to the food systems of the island that when a blight hit them in the mid-1840s it led to one of the most devastating famines in history. The failure of the potato crops created starvation and emigration so profound in scale that the population of the island still has not recovered to its 1845 level almost two centuries later.

Among those millions of potato-starved emigres were my dad’s ancestors, who came to America in the decades following the famine. My great-grandfather, who bore the extremely Irish name Gerald FitzGerald, instilled in his children (including my grandmother) a reconstructed sense of Irish-American ethnic pride that included an affinity for corned beef and cabbage, Guinness beer, and the affordable practicality of mashed potatoes.

As the generations marched on, those mashed potatoes turned out to be one of the only things my grandmother would make that my exceedingly picky father would eat. Their creamy texture and subtle starchy taste didn’t trigger the “ew gross” reaction he had to so many other foods. Mashed potatoes, just like the ones Glasse had written about more than two centuries earlier, became his favorite side - and eventually, when I finally got to try them, one of mine too.

Whatever My Dad Had Been Eating at Home Was NOT Mashed Potatoes

The chuño-chomping Incans were not the last military to rely on dehydrated potatoes for sustenance. In World War II, the US Army experimented with various forms of potato dehydration to help stretch supply lines. The easiest way to get a uniform potato commodity into the hands of G.I.s was to pulverize the potatoes into granules, dehydrate them, and then plan on bringing them back to life with boiling water in an imitation of “mashed potatoes”.
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These shreds resemble the ancestral stock of modern Instant Mashed Potatoes (source)

The result was an affront. The potatoes were swimming in their own gluten, released during the granule-making process, which when mixed with imprecise water ratios made for a slop that was somehow both gluey and soupy. Immediately after the war, French’s (now best known for mustard) tried to introduce “instant mashed potatoes” as a consumer product category. America’s veterans were not having it. They didn’t want to be reminded of the awful slurry they’d had on the front.

The commercial fortunes of instant mashed potatoes began to turn around a decade later, however, when food scientists in the US and Canada converged on methods for producing dehydrated potato flakes rather than granules. The flakes had substantial advantages. They didn’t get as glutinous when reconstituted. Their geometry made them easier to dry quickly, on the order of minutes or even seconds. Using a multi-step process called the “Philadelphia Cook”, they could lock in a more natural flavor. When prepared on the stove with butter and milk, they were supposed to turn out almost as good as the real thing without any onerous prep work on the part of the consumer.

This raises the question, though, of why food scientists kept working on improving instant mashed potatoes a decade after they were no longer required for the war effort. If you’re no longer constrained by having to stick it to the Axis, why not return to Glasse-style maſhed potatoes in all circumstances?

This is a pattern that recurs frequently in reading about American foodways of the 20th century: choices and innovations made under extreme duress in the World War II economy didn’t fade away when the duress subsided. Instead they echoed back into American life a few years later, despite the lean conditions that birthed them being replaced by extreme abundance.

Why did America start eating like it was on a total war footing again when my parents’ generation was young? There are a lot of overlapping explanations. Here are a few:


	
Industrial inertia: Companies that had spun up to supply a vast army didn’t want to shut down overnight, so they necessarily pivoted to the consumer market. Some of these efforts succeeded at entrenching new consumer categories (fish sticks, canned peaches) while others (hamburgers-in-a-can) did not.



	
Genuine innovation: Technologies brought to maturity during and after the war, notably frozen food, offer novel consumer benefits that stand on their own merits.



	
Tastes fixed by rationing: Consumer habits are sticky. People who spent a couple years forced to buy margarine instead of rationed butter, or skim milk instead of rationed meat, got used to those items and wanted to continue buying them in greater quantities than the prewar status quo.



	
Pursuit of efficiency: As women entered the workforce en masse in the postwar era, the pool of hours available to be spent on domestic labor like cooking shrank. As much as any dishwasher or washing machine, convenience foods are labor-saving, productivity-enhancing technologies for the home.





This last factor is the only one that can explain the continued development of instant mashed potato technology. There were no potato-flaking interests during the war to have inertia; the instant mashed potatoes are not superior to their fresh antecedents; there was no ingrained consumer preference for an instant mashed potato product. It is only the desire to reduce time spent on food prep that could create “better instant mashed potatoes” as a commercially viable R&D space in the 1950s.

The other factors contributed to the unique awfulness of my father’s instant mashed potatoes, though.

Another WWII technological innovation, the cavity magnetron used in radar installations, led directly to the invention of the home microwave oven which began to proliferate widely in the 1970s. The microwave supercharged all “convenience food” trends, shortening not just prep time but cooking time as well. Uneven heating is hardly a concern when you can speed up your meals by a factor of ten.

Meanwhile, the existing postwar status of margarine and skim milk was greatly enhanced by the dietary fat scare of the 1980s and 1990s. These products displaced butter and whole milk as health-conscious consumers sought to eliminate saturated fats from their diets in a doomed effort to stave off the incipient obesity epidemic.

My parents, both already primed to accept these imitative products by my grandparents’ wartime preference formation, exclusively purchased margarine and skim milk for the household once they got married. And, pressed for time with two jobs and two kids, they frequently purchased instant mashed potatoes as well. And cooked them in the microwave.

What resulted was a second-order simulation of true maſhed potatoes, perverted and made unreal by the consumer echoes of the second world war. Real potatoes were substituted with desiccated flakes, real milk with a thin byproduct, real butter with refined vegetable oil, real mashing with the Philadelphia Cook, a real stovetop flame with microwave excitation. The measuring cup contained a substance gesturing at the notion of “mashed potatoes”, but no aspect of the original remained.

Yet because the name was the same, my father still believed he was eating the same dish my grandma made, the same dish his ancestors ate in Ireland, the same dish Glasse wrote about a quarter millennium ago. The appeal to him was undiminished. His body ate the slurry, but his mind still ate the maſhed potatoes of his youth.

My World is Built on Lies

In researching whether the ancient Andean peoples really did boil and mash potatoes, I came across this post which sheds light on the issues I have with my father’s instant mashed potatoes beyond their phenomenal unpleasantness when eaten.
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There is a rhetorical sleight of hand happening in this Reddit post title.[1] The phrasing implies that chuño resembles modern instant mashed potatoes in some way, that instant mashed potatoes are in some sense continuous with indigenous ways of potato-knowing. But there is no continuity of process, because the way chuño is created has no particular commonalities with the Philadelphia Cook beyond the removal of moisture. There is no continuity of form, for chuño actually looks like this:

[image: ]

(source)

And there is no continuity of purpose, either. To the Andean peoples, chuño was the only way of ensuring that their potato crops would be available well into the future. In America, our indigenous way of achieving this potato security is the entire miracle of modern agriculture and food distribution. I don’t need to stomp on freeze-dried potatoes in the Altiplano to make sure I’ll have access to potato nutrients next year. I just have to rely on the continued existence of Idaho and Target. No, despite what this redditor would like to believe, the instant mashed potato serves some other purpose.

That purpose is illuminated by the second rhetorical sleight of hand in the Reddit post, the one occurring on the box, in the form of the offset between the yellow lower-case “Instant” and the white majuscule “MASHED POTATOES”. “These are fundamentally maſhed potatoes,” this typography lies, “that happen to have been given the quality of ‘instant’”.

But they’re not. They’re a different thing entirely, a completely new evolutionary lineage of potato preparation that’s called “instant mashed potatoes” even though they’ve never been mashed. They are as distinct from Glasse’s maſhed potatoes as chuño is, but they masquerade as being the same, because that is their purpose - the fulfillment of a psychological need to consume something resembling the classic dish of “mashed potatoes” with slightly less effort than that dish requires.

This is a pedantic distinction - but it’s a distinction that had a big impact on my culinary life, because I believed the lie. My mental category of “mashed potatoes” was hijacked by this impostor and it made me think, for years and years, that I hated something that I actually would have liked all along. My preference formation was distorted by this warped, hyper-optimized fulfillment of my father’s crystallized preference. The expedient way to fulfill one generation’s desire locked the next generation out of experiencing that desire at all.

At this point in the review you might say, “what’s the big deal? It’s just mashed potatoes. Chill out.” Which, fair enough - if it were just mashed potatoes then 2500 words on them might be excessive. But the pattern I’ve described is far from unique to pureed tubers.

Consider an abstracted version of the saga of my father’s instant mashed potatoes. It has a few steps:


	
Humanity develops a Thing from ingredients that exist in the world.



	
Seeking efficiency at scale, an industry chops the ingredients of the Thing into teeny tiny bits.



	
Using an artificial emulsifier, the bits are bound back together into an aesthetically deficient but more convenient slurry that resembles the Thing.



	
Because it contains traces of the ingredients of the original Thing, this IMPish admixture is sold to us as if it were the original Thing.





Pared back to this level of abstraction, a surprising amount of stuff starts to seem like my father’s instant mashed potatoes.

The other foods in this category are obvious - McNuggets reconstituted out of pink slime, American cheese product, instant coffee, deli ham, Pringles minted from the very same potato flakes that go into IMPs. We’ve even developed a whole new health scare over them: “Ultra processed foods”[2] are as demonized now as butter and whole milk were when my parents were young.

Expand the pattern to the built environment. Pressboard, particle board, and other reconstituted material composites likely make up a majority of new furniture sold in the US. These are an IMPish imitation of actual wood furniture. Take care while assembling not to ding your brittle sheetrock walls, an IMPish upgrade over lath and plaster. Often these interiors live inside an apartment building clad in a mish-mash of random ornament, anti-massing regulations demanding an IMPish simulation of a varied city block.

Intellectual goods can be IMPish. Reader’s Digest, sports “best-of” VHSes, textbooks stuffed with decontextualized excerpts, YouTube compilations, ChiveTV, listicles, social media feeds consisting of screenshots of other social media, Now That’s What I Call Music!, an entire ecosystem of actual cultural objects broken down into bits and clumped back together.

Corporate structures can be IMPish. When I visit a medical office it’s usually a confusing tangle of overlapping practitioners and practices operating out of the same physical address, an IMPish imitation of the archetypal doctor with a shingle in town. Similar quagmires abound when dealing with insurance, or contractors, or financial services.

Once you see the instant mashed potato antipattern it’s hard to stop. The isomorphisms are everywhere.

The gig economy makes IMPish jobs. Swiping apps produce IMPish flirting. Meta-studies are IMPish science. Ted Talks are IMPish symposia. Malls are IMPish shopping districts. Subdivisions are IMPish neighborhoods. Cruises are IMPish international travel, chopped into 14 hour chunks and emulsified with an ocean liner.

The internet scrapes together IMPish communities. We’re not atomized; we’re flaked. We’re Philadelphia Cooked, and we’re stewing here together in the microwave.

Large Language Models can gall on an aesthetic level because they are IMPish slurries of thought itself, every word ever written dried into weights and vectors and lubricated with the margarine of RLHF.[3]

Since World War II and the large-scale industrialization it fully unleashed, a core method driving ‘progress’ across many different fields of human endeavor has been to shred something real and reconstitute it into a faster, easier, less appealing IMPish substitute for what we used to make out of it. This is the parsimonious recipe for industry to fulfill our urges. We’ve got the food processor whirring, and absolutely everything is going in.

Why must the real be shredded to achieve these simulacra? Why can substitute products not be synthesized out of whole cloth? Because the integration of shreds of the real provides psychic camouflage, a credible way for the IMPish mimics to signal as their models:

[image: ]

The problem with this, of course, is the problem I had with my father’s instant mashed potatoes: the substitute is only able to satisfy a craving if you have the craving in the first place, and that requires direct experience with that which it is meant to replace. The memory of the thing being mimicked is a necessary ingredient for the IMPish imitation to work, the mental spell that allows the transmutation from IMPish Thing to Thing (original).

If you get to the party too late, if you never get to taste the maſhed potatoes, all you’re left with is a confusingly disappointing slurry going by the same name. When no distinction is drawn between the IMPish thing and its original, you don’t know what you’re missing. You don’t even know there’s anything to miss - after all, you’re still eating “mashed potatoes”!

If the IMPishness is pervasive enough, eventually you start to disbelieve that any of these reconstituted things could ever have been worthwhile, that any of the desires and preferences being fulfilled by these slurries ever could have been authentic. “Is this really what life is?”, you wonder, never having lived. “I don’t see why everyone was so jazzed about it.”

Cultivars of the Real

While formulating this review, I encountered a troubling congruence: the period during which my dad has been eating instant mashed potatoes consistently (roughly 1990-present) is about the same as the period between the onset of the Napoleonic Wars and the Irish potato famine in 1845. Why does one thirty-five-year pattern of potato consumption get to be considered authentic cultural heritage while another is self-deception? Aren’t they both equally contingent and ephemeral? Why should either be ‘real’?

This line of reasoning quickly starts to disclaim almost everything as fake. Masſed potatoes could only arise from the technologies of the age of the sail uniting old world tubers and new world dairy. They’ve only been around for a few centuries. Why should they get to be considered ‘real’? For that matter, why is the potato itself considered real? It’s a confection whipped up by the Andean farmers of the last few millennia. The only things that are really real on the Altiplano are nightshade and hunger.

I find such primitivism unhelpful in making the sort of distinction I aim to make here. Taken to the extreme it suggests that no hominid has experienced reality since the taming of fire. Some might agree that that’s the case! But as far as I’m concerned, at least some of the fruits of civilization are real too. I do think there is a way to conceive of the real that admits potatoes, that even admits masſed potatoes, but that gives legitimate reason to have grievance with IMPs.

On the Altiplano, the potato emerged through centuries of toil and discernment. Generation after generation of farmers chose only to propagate the solanum tubers that were bigger, tastier, less toxic, more nourishing. It is through such labor that every project of human civilization ultimately progresses - the ability, however imperfectly exercised, to act on the impulse “yes, more of this” when something is good, and “no, less of that” when it is bad.

As cultivators of the real, we get to choose not just among individual potatoes themselves, but among more abstract things like “memes concerning the preparation of potatoes”. Masſed potatoes were good, and so their meme propagated and strengthened the foodways it came in contact with. It was planted widely in the garden of the real. The WWII potato granule meme was bad, so it was discarded, cast out upon the rocks of the fake.

IMPish substitutes subvert this process of cultivation. In masquerading as other cultivars of meme, they weaken our stock both by sneaking into the garden despite their insalubrity, and by causing us, as I did for so long with maſhed potatoes, to reject the healthy older cultivars which they mimic.

Perhaps some of them are worth adding to our garden on their own merits. Perhaps many of them are! Many of the things I take for granted as ‘real’ are as far removed from their natural origins as a Yukon Gold is from those tiny nightshade roots, and in many cases I’m glad that we decided to keep them. But we must be clear-eyed about what each specimen is and what it is not in order to have any hope of making our decisions correctly.

Nowadays, I do not judge people for making use of instant mashed potatoes. I certainly take plenty of other prepared food culinary shortcuts myself. In the modern world we all make compromises for the sake of convenience. If we didn’t, we’d still be stomping on chuño to survive the winter.

But I do think it’s important to mind the distinction whenever you notice the IMPish pattern. There is a trick being played on you. You are not eating or watching or doing the Thing that your ancestors did, even if it contains the same ingredient and hides behind the same name. You’re planting something new in the garden of the real, and the nourishment it provides for your spirit, or the spirit of your children, may not be the same.

Fortunately, it is rare for even the most aggressive IMPish mimic to drive its model to extinction. It took over a decade, but I was eventually able to see past the deception of my father’s instant mashed potatoes and seek out the real version. Now I make maſhed potatoes regularly. My garden has one more good thing in it, and one less bad.

I even, on a recent visit to my grandmother’s house where I cooked St. Patrick’s Day dinner, got my dad to make real mashed potatoes himself, in a saucepan over a gas flame. It was the first time he’d ever done so. He enjoyed them.



In the interest of full fairness while writing this review, I purchased a plastic cup of my dad’s currently favored “Buttery Homestyle” Idahoan brand instant mashed potatoes for $1.99. The preparation was extraordinarily efficient; the aroma was decent; the taste was a reasonable facsimile; but the texture was all wrong - a smothering paste that coated my mouth and constrained my tongue like a straightjacket. 3/10 would not buy again.
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Sources of potato facts (verified with primary sources linked within whenever possible):

https://tedium.co/2017/11/21/mashed-potato-history/

https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/627023/mashed-potatoes-history

https://spudsmart.com/spud-history-instant-mashed-potatoes/


Notes


[1]

Ignoring the error that Ainu potato treatments like munini-imo are not ‘ancient’ at all, deriving from the long tail of the Columbian exchange in the 16th through 19th centuries like every other Old World potato dish. Comparisons between Instant Mashed Potatoes and munini-imo are precisely as inapt as with chuño, for the same reasons.



[2]

“Processed” is a slippery term that evokes all kinds of chemical perversions, but the physical transformation of chopping into tiny bits is fundamental to the notion. Consider what a “food processor” does.



[3]

Claude, by the way, estimates that 30-40% of all mashed potatoes eaten in the US are the instant kind. ChatGPT says 25-35%.






My Imagination

The Dragon

They don’t really start until second grade. The memories. Everything before that is jumbled up. Fuzzy, confused. But by second grade I finally get some little shine of clarity from the dang things. I was in class at the time. Not sure what was going on outside of my head, but that’s not a big deal, the inside is what’s important. Inside my head, flapping its wings and floating right in the middle of the classroom, is a bipedal skeleton dragon. An evil, dark, giant skeleton dragon. I curl my hands into claws, slap the base of my palms together, probably give some sort of inarticulate shout, and out from my hands bursts a massive light blue laser beam. In a flash of light, with a scream of beastly pain, the dragon is completely atomized, never to walk the earth again.

I just killed myself. For the second time, actually. I wasn’t terribly creative with names in the early days, so my arch-nemesis was named Dark Scott. Dark Scott was me, but he was evil, and he was a samurai. The only reason I even remember he exists is because I doodled a little picture of him when I was younger, labeled “DS1” for clarity. But I do know that he died a horrible death. I wonder if I had enough conception of irony at that age to slice him in half with my twin swords. Probably not. I probably just vaporized him with a giant laser beam. However he died, it left a big gaping hole in my villain roster. Every superhero has to have an arch-nemesis, after all, and I’d just murdered mine. Thankfully, this was an easy problem to fix. Dark Scott II was better than Dark Scott I in every way. Dark Scott II was me, but he was evil, but he was also a giant dark skeleton dragon that shot red lasers from his mouth.

The Dragon really represents the beauty of the early era. He doesn’t have any drawn out origin story, no character beats or driving motivation. He was me, which makes absolutely no sense considering that he is a dragon, and I am not. But explanations are for chumps, and I am not a chump. You can tell because I am currently fighting a dragon. Whenever class was at a lull, or I was following my parents around the supermarket, or I was tucked in but not ready to go to sleep, there was the Dragon. Being evil, and just begging me to beat the crap out of him. So I obliged. I sliced him, I kicked him, I burned him with fire, or punched him with rocks, or transformed into a monster and ripped him apart, or got really angry and ascended to my rage form and mega-annihilated him. Then the Dragon would die, then he would come back as something else. Anything was fine, as long as it was cool to fight. Dark Scott III looked exactly like me, but in a broken mirror sort of way, Dark Scott IV had a bunch of stretchy tentacle arms. There were less important foes back in those days too, but they’ve all passed from memory. Gone the way of all weekly Saturday morning cartoon villains, I suppose.

‘Dragon Explosion’ is the closest I’ve gotten to a true blue origin story. In truth, I do not remember a time when I chose to have superpowers. It just happened at some point, and I’ve been living the life of an imaginary superhero ever since. Tale after tale, fight scene after fight scene, all told to myself, and no one else. For decades. Because I genuinely enjoy it. Sometimes I look out at the world, and I wonder how many other stories are out there. Ones like mine. Hidden away, never to be revealed, only leaving a person’s mind in the tiniest snippets. Even if those stories are bad, it troubles me that they will be lost. So much of my own story has already been forgotten.

So, think of this as a very particular type of review. I’m one of your nerdier friends, and I’ve arrived at your house lugging around a tome of unending text, packed with my thoughts on an extremely niche anime that has never been translated or marketed to a wide audience. Most of my ‘review’ is really just me painstakingly detailing my favorite scenes, then saying “Yeah, I love that one, it’s my favorite!” while you blankly nod along and wonder how much free time I have on my hands.

Stick with me though. I’ll try to offer something more substantive on occasion, and there’s definitely room for some unique insights here. Stories are not typically crafted for an audience of one, and they aren’t usually told by the same person, as a collaboration between his seven year old self and his twenty-five year old self. Stories are different when they are thought, rather than committed to paper or film. And I mean come on. I murdered my dream dragon self when I was in elementary school. You’re bound to find something creative and interesting in here.

The Unbreakable

Middle school serves as the quickening for everything to come. Elementary was a time for goofing around. Superhero-ing was the same as a dozen other imaginative activities that I regularly engaged in at the time, which is a big reason why I’ve forgotten so much of it. It was all momentary playtime, fun for the moment rather than the long run. The shift from kid-time play-time to life-long secret-hobby had to come from somewhere, and middle school is exactly the time when most people let their imaginary worlds drift away. So, what led me to hold on to mine?

Sixth grade is a strong contender for the moment I gained self-consciousness. I was a pretty outgoing, cheery kid prior to that point, but right around pre-pubescence I shut up like a clam. This had its downsides of course, but it did wonders for my interior life. It is also the first section of my life where I can point and say “Yeah, that’s me.” Gradually, in a trend which would continue throughout my teenage years, I began to treat my thoughts more and more as entities which I controlled, rather than things which happened to me. Wouldn’t you know it, that bleeds into my life as a superhero.

Fittingly, the process began with my greatest rival. By 4th or 5th grade, I was getting a tad disillusioned. You see, Dark Scott IV was… Alright I’ll say it, he was lame. Stretchy tentacle arms? What was I thinking? And I’d just killed him. Again! How many Dark Scotts are there going to be? What’s the point of an arch-nemesis that keeps dying?

And it’s right around here where I stumbled on to my first Really Great Idea. A thought that, once it enters your head, gets stuck there for a bit. Brings itself to a boil. Makes you really excited about what comes next. Sort of like solving a murder mystery right in the middle of the book. I decided that an arch-nemesis that keeps losing to me is no arch-nemesis at all. Which means that, if I want to make another Dark Scott, and really call him my rival, then he’ll have to win every fight we have. Up until the moment that I literally die.

It’s hard to properly encapsulate how many different ways this little resolution managed to revolutionize things. In an imaginary world filled to the brim with endless possibility, this was the first time I imposed a hard and fast rule on things. Now, no matter how much I wanted to, there was someone I wasn’t allowed to win fights against. A problem I couldn’t solve through the liberal application of big big laser boom. By accident, I now had a recurring character. Dark Scott Nil, as he would come to be known, now needed motives. What makes him my arch-rival in the first place? When he wins a fight, why doesn’t he kill me? When I manage to escape, or fight him to a standstill, how does he feel about it? I had to do a little better than “me, but evil”. I had to create someone different. This also encouraged me to add a little nuance to super-me. How do I handle constant debilitating loss? Do I learn anything from previous fights?

Making Dark Scott unbreakable completely overturned the previous dynamic of my superhero world. Suddenly, I wasn’t just here for a quick, fun, imaginary fight. I was in this for the long haul. I had created an arch-rival with more staying power than every villain from every story I’ve read during my life, combined. Who knows where things would go from here? What kind of ending will I want, when I’m on my deathbed? How can I make sure that ending will be as enjoyable and emotionally satisfying as possible in the meantime? DS0 gave me a reason to engage with my imaginary world more frequently, and more fervently, than ever before. The more I engaged, the more there was to enjoy, which gave me even more incentive to keep things going. Steadily, the world started to open up.

A regular cast and crew started to enter the picture. I made friends with a shadow creature named Sly, a plant creature named Vine. The President would send a helicopter to pick me up from class, then give me top secret missions. I entered my sci-fi enthusiast tech-phase, which meant I now had gadgets in addition to my innate superpowers. Combat became a more nuanced affair, with tricks, turnabout, and little Gotcha moments. Despite possessing seventy-bazillion different superpowers, I began to color my super-self as an underdog. Fights were won by the skin of my teeth, and I found myself getting impaled, crushed, shot and stabbed on a worryingly frequent basis.

I started explaining things. Filling out backstory. Where did my powers come from? Let’s say I had them since birth. Ooh, actually, let’s say I gained them at the exact same time as Dark Scott, but he was a teenager at the time, while I was a baby. That’s why he’s so much more powerful, he’s been honing his skills while I made poopies.

Continuity started shifting around, as I tried to account for all of my actions up until that point. The original “Dark Scott”s were no longer evil copies of me, but rather golems, created by Dark Scott 0 to harass me. My flippancy towards villain murder became a character flaw, a naive part of my early superhero life which I tried to atone for going forward.

Superpowers became baked into the world. Great strength and unusual ability would awaken within individuals. Sometimes from birth, sometimes during a moment of importance or struggle during their life. I adopted the idea that supers were sort of like chess pieces, put down in the middle of a game of checkers. Everyone was part of the same universe, but people with superpowers played by a different set of rules. They had their own personal laws of physics. Inventions they could create which no one else could replicate. Defying death by the slimmest odds was commonplace, and it is hidden knowledge that it’s far easier to knock a superhero unconscious, rather than kill them outright. Some theorize that this is mother nature’s compensation. The boon she grants, in exchange for a life of violence and strife.

Oh yeah, and aliens exist. Like, lots of aliens. Plant aliens, ice aliens, dark sunlight aliens, suit-of-armor aliens, cloaked guardians-over-the-stability-of-the-universe aliens, you name it. Basically every alien species is more amazing than humans in every way, with one notable exception. Humans, for whatever reason, have a crazy high rate of superpower acquisition. In a universe where having more supers on your team means you get to win the battle, this has allowed Earth to persist as an independent, culturally isolated, technological backwater; despite possessing a fairly central, strategically useful location in the galaxy.

Looking back on the middle school era gives mixed feelings. There wasn’t anything especially notable or interesting that happened during that time, story-wise. No big event, or great battle, or shift in power, or culminating character arc. The crowning achievement was the introduction of Dark Scott Nil as a character. Which, given that I’d already introduced four Dark Scotts prior to that point, doesn’t seem all that impressive.

Fittingly, it was a time of awkward transition. The success of the era comes from its shift in perspective, rather than the individual details which accompanied it. A superpowered world is cool, but not terribly special. Aliens are also cool, but nothing really sticks out here. There’s definitely some potential in the idea of a villain that lasts a lifetime, but it really is just potential at this point. However, I think it’s important to assess these things within their proper context. Most people do not create elaborate imaginary worlds within their mind. They don’t map out storylines, or create characters, or speculate on the mechanics of superpowers which they personally created. It is entirely possible that I would have joined most people at this stage of my life, but something about the middle school era managed to hook me. I could think up a new alien species, or experiment with a new superpower, or chat with an imaginary person, or create new rules which governed the universe in a way that made my fight scenes more enjoyable. Eventually, I came to enjoy the alien creation, fake conversation, and world building just as much as I enjoyed the fights. The value of the era was found in how it affected me, what it pushed me towards, rather than what it produced.

Sometimes I wonder if the way we approach art is too geared towards the present. We look at a painting, or watch a movie, and decide whether it is good or bad, then call it a day. In general, this is a fine way to judge art, but as we enter the age of social media—where even your average Joe has a substantial say in whether something ought or ought not exist—we should occasionally remind ourselves to plan for the future. Sometimes the most important question is not whether something is good or bad, but whether the creator will continue to create. Whether they will have enough courage to share their creation in the future. I don’t want painters to tremble every time they pick up a paintbrush. I don’t want essayists to doom scroll, then vow to leave the internet. I want them to make more things. To improve, even if it’s only in their own eyes. I don’t want to lose something excellent in the future, because it is mediocre today.

I’m glad my mediocrity was confined to my own mind, back in the day. In secrecy, I learned to love the act of creation.

The Ascension

I broke the Taj Mahal in high school. And Mars. And China. But in my defense I fixed China, please don’t get mad. Oh wait I broke it again.

The War of Five Armies was the first worldwide event to grace my little mind, and it seemed fitting to go all out. Beast-like, orange furred aliens invaded in the north, while a mad genius and his robot army poured out of the Sahara. A superhero organization which I’d had a few run-ins with finally decides that they aren’t getting the respect they deserve, and starts destroying famous landmarks in order to prove their point. Meanwhile, a group of highly skilled rune makers (aliens) have embraced the forbidden sigil, and their crazed champion has been devouring planets on his way to Earth. If all of that wasn’t enough, a group of under-men blow up their home in southeast Asia, dropping China by ten feet in a fit of jealousy, before swarming over the surface to claim their rightful inheritance.

If middle school was the time for building a big new world, high school was when I realized that I could do whatever the crap I wanted with it. Large groups began to feature more prominently in my fiction, while fights expanded to a more grandiose scale. In a twist that is a tad eye-rolling modern day, but was enjoyable enough at the time, it turns out that Dark Scott was behind the sudden coalescence of Earthly hostility; subtly nudging the five armies to attack at the same time through various bouts of politrickery. The under-men were the only ones which never played ball though. Too overeager. They jumped the gun on dropping China, which makes DS so mad that he ascends to his rage form, tethers himself to the broken edges of China, picks it up, and then plops the sucker right back where it belongs.

Awfully nice (or petty) of him, but it culminates in his first symbolic loss. Exhausted by the strain of picking up a big chunk of continent and forced into combat by a feisty, powered up super-me, the fight ends in a titanic explosion which leaves me unconscious, Dark Scott gravely wounded, and China bearing a diagonal scar comparable in size to the Great Wall.

This is the first and only time which Dark Scott has tasted his own mortality. I was moving too fast. Approaching victory over my foe just a couple of years after vowing to stall it. Dark Scott needed more power, and he craved it in concert with the writer of his story.

Soon to follow the War of Five Armies was a less explicitly combat focused event, though one that still followed the trend of growing scale. Superpowers had become a part of the natural world at this point, a mysterious yet highly consequential force shaping the universe, so I decided to take that concept a step further. What if the creation of superpowers ebbed and flowed? What if, as the universe ticked and the stars aligned, great power occasionally flooded the galaxy, weaving its way into the hands of an incalculably large number of people? The Great Awakening was my first attempt to shake up the world through methods other than my fists and a villain’s face. Something which was once exceedingly rare suddenly became incredibly widespread, and everything shifted as a result.

Pre-existing super-powered organizations splintered apart in the resulting power grab. Upstart revolutionaries had to be put down. I started experimenting with the idea of superpowered aliens, which hadn’t really been a thing up until that point. I mixed things up narratively as well, occasionally switching to alternate perspectives in order to introduce a new angle to the story, or explore something thematically distinct. Vine’s planet was cracked open by a planet eater right in the middle of the Awakening, and as every other member of his species drifted off dead into the depths of space, Vine found himself imbued with the collective power they would have received. The planet eater now drifts dead through the universe, an unfathomably large corpse, cut through and consumed by swarms of vegetation. Vine drifts about as a bit of a corpse as well, mourning his newfound power.

In a dark corner of the universe, one man breathes a sigh of relief. Fate had chosen well. He has been granted great power, for a second time.

The gems of power were an off the cuff invention, but one which served their purpose well. I had been playing around with the idea that bursts of mystical power could be found in bright colored gems for a while. Occasionally super-me would find yellow jewels on the ground which, when broken, teleported the nearest person to a place of their choosing. Or green ones, which transported the individual through time, albeit in a more chaotic manner. For the Great Awakening, I decided to introduce a new color to the mix.

Hidden away on every planet, there is a purple jewel, diamond in shape, shot through with stardust, and glimmering with strength. The ways which you can find it are myriad, but they always require you to be exceptional in some way. A great explorer who plumbs depths that no one else dares. A skilled puzzle solver, that solves the riddles and myth surrounding its location. Someone of great strength, to take the power they are owed, or someone of great cunning, to steal the things others wish to have, or someone of great leadership, to be given what they will use justly. This jewel is crystallized power. It contains all the strength needed to raze a continent within the span of a day. Permanent power. Once it is earned, it cannot be taken away. Once its energy is used, it will return with food and rest. Once Dark Scott obtains Earth’s jewel, he shatters it.

It turns out these gems aren’t confined in scale to planets. There are similar, greater gems which exist on the scale of the stars, the galaxy, and the universe. Each guarded by more impossible trials and hidden away by more faded and obtuse myth. In order to obtain a world-gem, you must be exceptional within the context of a single world. In order to obtain a universe-gem, you must be exceptional within the universe. Twice blessed with superhuman strength, wielder of Death’s blade, maker of golems, mover of armies and subcontinents, knower of great secrets, Dark Scott fits the bill. Breaking the world-gem is a gambit. It gives you a burst of strength, and sends you directly to its greater counterpart. You risk losing everything, and strive to gain so much more. His gambit pays off, once, then twice, then three times, and within the span of a short story arc, Dark Scott Nil has earned the irrevocable power to shatter a galaxy within the span of a single day.

By this point, DS0 has become characterized as a tad obsessed. He was borderline suicidal prior to gaining his powers, wrapped up in a meaningless existence. Once a rival enters the picture, he has something to strive towards. Someone to test his mettle against. Hope for the future, I suppose. As long as I keep increasing in power, he has to do the same, giving his life direction and counter-intuitively encouraging him to aid my quest upwards. But his recent jump in strength is too great. With power unimaginable to mortal man, incontestable by the stoutest superhuman, he returns to Earth to sever his rivalry. The Moon is gouged, a poetic speech is given, and super-me is found to be lacking in every conceivable way. Too weak. Too small. Never acting, only reacting. His rivalry has died, and with it, every glimmer of joy in this universe. He has succeeded too handily. Penned his own eulogy, so to speak. Before annihilation comes, Dark Scott hears a story. He hears of a far-away place, unreachable by even the gods. A place of sorrow and loneliness, a flat plane of nothingness, disconnected from all reality. Where the most powerful beings are rendered helpless and afraid. Within the debris of the Moon, a small yellow gem floats closer and closer to the arch-villain. It shatters, and he is gone.

I hope I haven’t belabored you overmuch with the tale of Dark Scott the 0th. He had a habit of worming his way into every major event back in the day, and was by far my favorite character to fight. I’m a sucker for a good exponential power curve, and no character has quite managed to break the charts as quickly and memorably as my good old arch-rival. He also serves an emblematic role in the progression of my storytelling style over the years. What started out as a cool dragon developed into a great manipulator and manic obsessive, bent on creating meaning in a dull world through his passing bond with a child. Even silly, childish things can develop into something compelling and interesting, if given time to grow. When Dark Scott was around, occult beings were brought to life, and hidden knowledge came to light. But he certainly hogged the spotlight. With his banishment to the hidden plane, I was free to focus on the rest of the world I had spent time creating. A new world, now overflowing with superpowered shenanigans to get into.

The Empire

I believe it was 2012 when Goliath landed his spaceship on Earth’s surface, stepped onto solid ground, and then challenged every single superhuman on the planet Earth to a fist fight. First one knocked out of the ring, or knocked out, loses. Goliath was strange by alien standards, which is to say he wasn’t strange at all. Looked just like a human, but ten feet tall. Thick beard, booming laugh. Goliath isn’t even his actual name, he picked it up from the press and it just seemed to stick.

Goliath is a shapeshifter, but he doesn’t ever shapeshift. He has a soft spot for humans, “loves the simplicity” of how they look. He’s a fighter, a brawler, with a keen sense of insight that only reveals itself during a slugout. A few minutes trading punches with Goliath, and he’ll be able to tell you your deepest goals in life, how those directly influence your fighting style, and then go on to beat the living daylights out of you. He came to Earth on a bet. You see, recently, Goliath found something of great value. A shattered indigo galaxy-gem, still pulsing with fragments of power. Shattered gems behave a bit differently than whole ones, functioning a bit like rabid dogs rather than trained hounds. They provide immense power, but sporadically, and accompanied with bouts of intense pain. They can be stolen by the unworthy, and often sputter when needed most. But nonetheless, Goliath made a bet. He wagered that he could defeat every single superhuman on Earth, and here he is. Running his big yap, making fun of the entire human species day in and day out until the supers start lining up. Eventually, with the offer of a big enough prize, enough news coverage, and plenty of bored heroes itching for a challenge, Goliath manages to win his bet. There are a few supers that opt to stay home, and several that are off-world at the time, Super-Scott included. But by and large, with strategic usage of the shattered galaxy-gem and his own wealth of knowledge on beating the stuffing out of people, Goliath manages to knock a solid majority of Earth’s super-powered combatants clean unconscious.

Earth is conquered and subjugated to the Atryan Empire in under twenty-four hours.

Turns out Goliath is the acting commander of the Atryan military, and his bet was really a calculated gambit. He rightly recognized that the bulk of Earth’s defenses were a direct result of its massive superhuman population, and believed that the discovery of the galaxy-gem allowed the Atryan Empire an opportunity to test whether Earth was conquerable with relatively little risk. If Goliath is defeated, then the conquest of Earth would be too resource intensive to justify an attempt at war. He gives up a small amount of riches by galactic empire standards, and returns home to pursue other goals. But if successful, then Earth would have its entire defensive network crippled for several days, allowing Atrya to swoop in and set up the political and physical infrastructure needed to control Earth in the long run with relative ease.

This is where the modern era begins. Earth’s conquest by Atrya set the new norm for everything to come. Humanity was now a small part of a bigger story. Several attempts would be made at reclaiming humanity’s independence, with varying success. The Cerulean Rebellion in 2015 saw the overnight creation of seven towering labyrinthine cities strewn throughout the Americas, each declaring independence from the Atryan Empire and offering safe haven to any humans who were of similar mind. Unfortunately, the sudden death of the Architect led to infighting and a change of purpose for the rebellion, one which both lost them public support and brought about crippling military losses, soon followed by their crushing defeat at the hands of former allies. By 2019 or so there was a thriving underground network of supervillains aiming to undermine the power of the Atryan Empire and claim power for themselves, but that too fell to pieces when the Dread Pirate turned coat in exchange for the Emperor’s Dictat, personally killing or jailing every contact in his books.

If humankind ever truly regained its independence, it was through an unexpected avenue. During the Great Awakening, humanity was blessed with a genius of a very particular variety. Someone who discovered how to artificially recreate the Awakening, and grant superpowers to anyone he pleased. He was soon killed, but not before giving superpowers to a huge number of people in the southeastern US, on the order of hundreds of thousands, if not millions. Through a convoluted series of events, these people would soon be faced with a choice: lose your powers, or lose your home. Those that chose banishment would leave Earth for the stars, going on to form the New Human Empire. The only empire in the galaxy which was exclusively composed of superpowered individuals, and soon to be a huge player in galaxy-wide politics.

But back to Earth. The Atryan Empire is popularly regarded as the old man of the galaxy. Long lasting, once respected, but past its prime and growing more sickly and irrelevant by the day. Over the past few centuries it has managed to persist through the steady exhaustion of a long line of political favors, owed from generations past. But those favors have dried up, and with them, any goodwill which Atrya used to enjoy.

The Atryan Empire is a dictatorship of unusual variety, led by the Emperor with a Thousand Faces. In all appearances, at all times, the emperor wears a specially crafted suit of armor. It is specifically modified to conceal every identifying aspect of the emperor, even something as obvious as species, and is adorned with artistic representations of the unique, overlapping anatomies of each of the empire’s alien denizens. Atrya is a collective, going out of its way to welcome new species to its growing roster of diverse life, taking the best they have to offer and making it into the strength of the empire. It has an extremely unique political structure, based entirely around what is essentially an anonymous leader. Transfers of power are often completely hidden from view, orchestrated by a small group of insiders, most commonly including the emperor and their closest surrounding advisors. This is a big reason why the empire has managed to last so long. Even when they are essentially leaderless, Atrya is always able to wear the mask, and present a facade of stability until things settle. Civil war cannot come, if no one knows the king is dead.

The most recent heir apparent was chosen by the leading military commanders in Atrya: Goliath and Chameleon. Chameleon is the strategic commander of forces, focusing more on overarching troop deployment, goal setting and tactics, rather than on the ground fighting. He earned the nickname Chameleon among fresh human recruits when they noticed his eyes moving to look at different things simultaneously. This is actually representative of Chameleon’s skill more generally, his species is excellent at following two simultaneous, independent lines of thought; very advantageous for crafting military strategies which your opponent is unprepared for.

Goliath and Chameleon are a one in a million pairing. Their strengths and weaknesses play off each other perfectly. The ideal combination of gut instinct and layered, detailed thought, which combine for extreme efficacy on the battlefield. Fortunately for Atrya, their complementary skill sets also made them excellent judges of both underlying skill and character. They were perfectly poised to choose the next great emperor. And they succeeded. The present day Emperor with a Thousand Faces was picked up from a slum world at the edge of the empire; a kid with enough guts, intelligence and passion to find Atrya’s fountain of youth.

It began with Earth. The unconquerable planet, broken within a day. Strategically located along major trade routes, within striking distance of several competing, weaker empires. Earth was to become the new capital of the Atryan Empire, and humanity was raised toward the heavens, representing the dawn of a new age. A proudly beating human heart was inscribed onto the emperor’s breastplate. The best that humankind could offer.

The Light

If the above all seems like a bit much, then I have very bad news for you. This sort of world building is the peanut butter and jelly of the modern era, and I stinkin’ love it. We are getting to the point where there is more story than I can reasonably describe without going off on a dozen tangents. For instance, I could elaborate on the five generals of the New Human Empire, go into detail about their election process and the individual traits and personalities of each, as well as their successors. Or I could explain the structure of the galactic council, the major coalitions and how they maintain a balance of power. I could talk about Super-Scott’s mentor, how he developed from a speedster into a highly skilled teleportation savant, a peacekeeper dwelling among the constant political tumult of the galactic council. I could describe a dozen unique alien species, or a dozen fellow superheroes, talk about their cultures, personalities, powers, alliances, betrayals. I could trace character arcs, follow a supervillain turned hero, turned information courier, turned cloaked guardian-over-the-stability-of-the-universe. There are eldritch horrors that worship you-know-who, and world breakers kept under perpetual anesthesia, and divine beasts of weakness, all twirling around like ballet dancers in my head, until they inevitably collide in spectacular fashion.

Tell you what. Just, just indulge me a little longer. Another story arc, then we’ll wrap this thing up. Don’t worry, I won’t go into too much detail. Just the basics.

The lightborn are a hybrid-type of hivemind, driven less by the specific thoughts of their central leader, and more by the general ethos which they put forward. Each lightborn has their own thoughts and personality, but when their leader’s core ethos is to hug trees, that personality is sort of geared towards hugging trees. Some lightborn do it aggressively, some are kind of shy about it, others don’t hug trees at all, but provide food and shelter to the folks that are really good at tree hugging. That sort of thing. Over the past two hundred years or so, the lightborn have enjoyed a period of significant growth and stability in the universe, heralded by leaders of Growth, Wealth and Peace. Peace in particular has enjoyed a lengthy reign, somehow managing to live twice as long as the average lightborn. But, circa 2017, the herald’s light has finally flickered. The new ruler is forged over the span of the next week. The lightborn shift their light green hue towards a burnt orange as the next herald is named. It is a time of Conquest.

The Atryan Empire is the closest neighbor to the lightborn, and is currently starved of allies. A series of huge battles take place over the coming weeks, with each miraculous victory on the part of Atrya quickly overturned by overwhelming numbers of lightborn invading on every front. Given their unique light driven anatomy and similar brain structures, lightborn are capable of merging into more powerful, combat oriented forms which mix up battles quite nicely. Hulking great light golems intermingle with smaller, more nimble troops. The sixteen-light merge is a bit unstable, only possible to maintain for a second or two before splitting back apart. Usually lightborn just merge into the stable thirty-two light form before collapse occurs, but wartime technological advancements reveal that the sixteen form can actually be maintained for longer, using a merging method which is quite easy to learn. This isn’t necessarily desirable though. After about ten seconds, the sixteen catastrophically destabilize in a manner quite similar to a nuke going off, obliterating everything within a several mile radius, including themselves. The herald of conquest isn’t exactly high on moral scruples, so this catastrophic destabilization is briefly experimented with as a supplemental invasion tactic, but soon abandoned. The resulting environment is inhospitable even by lightborn standards, and the herald is not interested in conquering worthless territory.

One of the characters I haven’t had the opportunity to mention is a young army brat which came down with a case of the superpowers a year or two before the Great Awakening. He’s a troubled guy, clearly on the edge of good and evil, and Super-Scott is introduced to him in hopes of mentoring the guy towards the better path. He’s one of those characters I never bothered to give a name to, because it was easier to remember him by superpower/general aesthetic. Let’s call him Alexander, that should work. Alex has an incredibly simple superpower, but it still makes him one of the most potent threats in the universe: instantaneous teleportation to anywhere. No limits.

Super-Scott is many things, but he is not a skilled mentor. Always the type to lead through example, not through actual leadership. Alexander is arguably his biggest failure from the high school era. Through Scott, Alex is introduced to Dark Scott, who proves to be a much more skilled mentor. Skip a few years down the line, and Alexander has become a virtually untraceable assassin, one who casually steps into stories, drastically changes everything, and then disappears forever.

The herald of Conquest is dead. No one is quite sure who ordered the hit—pretty much everyone on the galactic council was antsy at the overwhelming military pressure of the lightborn—but it’s implied that the emperor himself paid for it in an act of desperation. A ceasefire is called in the war, and the new herald is forged over the course of a week, as the conquered sit in pained silence. Around half of the Atryan Empire has been occupied at this point, with entire worlds of civilians held hostage by the lightborn. Earth has managed to avoid conquest thanks to some brilliant maneuvering by the Chameleon, but only barely. The army is in shambles. The assassin has gone dark. Everything rests on the nature of the new herald.

The herald is born, and it is named Annihilation.

Within the history of the lightborn, the herald of annihilation has been birthed three times. In all previous instances, it was a quick affair. The herald quickly obeyed its own wishes, removed itself from this world, and that was that. The broader lightborn population might get a brief feeling of loathsome emotion, but it soon passed, and a new herald was forged. This time is different. The herald understands what it must do to fulfill its purpose most fully. The being persists for thirty three seconds before flickering out of existence. During this time, the sixteen shatters everything. Planets are made into ruin, innocents are made into dust, and aside from a pathetic few, the race called lightborn flickers away into nothing.

Somehow, amidst the catastrophic loss of life and territory, this is exactly the lucky break which the Emperor with a Thousand Faces was looking for. There is an old law written up during the third or fourth amendment to the galactic council’s founding documents which no one has quite mustered up the courage to remove. In any circumstance where a member of the galactic council loses a third or more of its arable land, declaration of war on the grounds of territorial expansion is allowable. This was intended as a concession to necessity back in the day, since any empire losing such a substantial portion of its food production would be forced to either starve to death, or expend its troops in a suicidal attempt to gain farmable land, and it was viewed as unconscionable to force a nation in such dire straits to starve.

War is mostly intolerable to the galactic council, which is a major reason why the Atryan Empire was floundering despite having an excellent military. Any unsanctioned invasion threatens retaliation by a full coalition of council members. Nations which are viewed as supremely powerful, or those with numerous well established alliances can sometimes manage to buck the common law, but the Atryan Empire is neither of those things. Through inconceivable loss, opportunity rears its head.

Of course, Atrya still needs the military strength to decisively win such a war, but once again chance decides to flirt with triumph in sorrow. On several shattered worlds, a previously theoretical substance is found. Grainy white crystal. Extraordinarily energy dense. To give an analogy, the world has just discovered fission, and Atrya owns the only uranium mines. The dawn of the Empire of Light is upon us.

The Wrap-Up

Alright I’m done. I mean, I could keep going, obviously. I could go into detail about the War of the Third Dragon King, or tie together all of the interconnected threads that brought about the Battle of the Living, or tell you the isolated Tale of the Frozen Circle, or explain the Freedom Crusade, or talk about the plans I’m spinning up for the next major story arc, but I think you’ve been patient enough with me. That was fun! Sorry for talking your ear off, I’ve never really shared this stuff before.

I suppose I should take a moment to address the elephant in the room, since we’re in the final stretch of things. This was pretty light on ‘review’, wasn’t it? My main purpose here was never to seriously criticize the inane ramblings of my imagination, I think that much is obvious. Doing that is kind of like criticizing a kid’s doodles. Some drawings are made exclusively for the person drawing them, and therefore the ultimate measure of their value is singular. Do I like my imagination? Yes I do. Then it’s settled, there is value here. I never told these stories to other people, because that isn’t who they were intended for. But now I have. Why?

If you enjoyed this little read, that’s great. If it was cringe inducing and dull, then yeah, I can’t really hold that against you. But judgment is a side-act. Some things are worth reviewing, not as an assessment of value, but as a means of showing people what can exist in the world, and in their own life. More than anything, I wanted to reveal something weird and unknown to you. The internal world of an awkward nerd. I want to make you consider something you’ve likely never considered before. You can make stories. Without pen and paper, without a camera or interpretive dance. Without any need to share or expose them to anyone. You can tell stories to yourself. And with practice, they will steadily morph into the types of stories you most enjoy hearing.

As I changed as a person, so did my stories. Throughout my life, they have bent towards my tastes, grown alongside my mind, and I will always treasure the product of my imagination just a little bit more than everyone else because of that. This is the strongest argument I can think of for urging people to create things in their life. You will always love your creation a little bit more than everyone else. When you make things, you shift the world just a bit closer towards a place that you genuinely enjoy. Maybe that means superheroics. Maybe that means multi-layered romance and intrigue in high society London, or time spent in the wilds of a foreign planet, or three donkeys telling each other knock knock jokes. You are the person most capable of creating weird things you enjoy. And I hope my story makes it clear, the more often you decide to indulge your creative impulse, the easier it becomes to grow the thing. Creativity makes creativity easier. If I want to start up a story arc nowadays, I have dozens of characters to pull from, all with well established personalities and motives. Once they enter a situation, the story often writes itself. Dramatic assassinations are much easier to stumble across when you have a trained assassin chilling on the sofa. Massive galaxy-spanning events are easier to create when you have a galaxy filled to bursting with competing factions. If you dare to create, soon your creations will do the job for you. And the world will become a slightly better place.

Half of me hopes that my little announcement isn’t even needed. Maybe I’m not as unique as I think. Maybe I’m surrounded by stories and worlds, spinning around inside everyone’s minds while they quietly chuckle in the shadows. If you are a fellow daydreamer, keep up the good work. Maybe consider sharing sometime, if it feels right. Sometimes the stories we tell ourselves are genuinely worth spreading, able to brighten the lives of people they never planned to touch. But every good story starts out with an audience of one. Start with making that person happy, and you can’t very well go wrong.




My Neighbour Totoro Stage Show

A Whimsical Triumph in London

Location: London

Time: 2025 April 5

Introduction: A Dream Brought to Life

Stepping into the world of My Neighbour Totoro is like taking a gentle plunge into a daydream—one lined with soft moss, rustling leaves, and the laughter of children echoing through the countryside. On the 5th of April 2025, I had the pleasure of attending the stage adaptation of this beloved classic at the Gillian Lynne Theatre in London. And what a profound, soul-touching experience it was.

The show isn't just a theatrical event; it's a time machine, a tribute, and a celebration of imagination. It pays homage to Hayao Miyazaki’s 1988 animated masterpiece, reimagined for the stage with such delicacy and wonder that I left the theatre misty-eyed and brimming with joy.



Background: From Studio Ghibli’s Canvas to the West End Stage

Originally created by the legendary Hayao Miyazaki and animated by Studio Ghibli for Tokuma Shoten, My Neighbour Totoro is widely regarded as one of the greatest animated films of all time. Released in 1988, it follows the story of two young sisters who move to the Japanese countryside with their father while their mother is hospitalised for an unspecified illness.

The story meanders gently through the girls’ adjustment to their new home, punctuated by whimsical encounters with forest spirits—chief among them the eponymous Totoro, a rotund, furry creature of enormous charm and mystery. Totoro becomes a friend, a protector, and in many ways, a symbol of nature’s unseen magic and the comforting presence of hope.

Adapting such a cherished film for the stage is no easy feat. The expectations are colossal, and the risk of diminishing its nostalgic glow is real. But what unfolded on the stage in London that evening was nothing short of extraordinary.



First Impressions: A Buzz of Anticipation

Arriving at the theatre, I was immediately struck by the sheer number of people. The venue was bustling with anticipation—a mixture of Ghibli fans, theatre enthusiasts, and curious newcomers. Interestingly, I noticed that the audience skewed older than expected. While one might assume this show is a children's affair, the majority seemed to be in their 30s and beyond—perhaps a testament to the enduring legacy of the original film and its resonance with those who grew up under its spell.

The merchandise shop offered a modest selection of souvenirs—Totoro plushies, themed T-shirts, postcards. While charming, the selection didn’t particularly stand out to me, and I left empty-handed. My thoughts were already focused on the performance that lay ahead.

As we entered the main hall, I was slightly underwhelmed by the stage’s initial appearance. The curtain remained down, concealing the set, and from my seat, the stage looked surprisingly small. The room, however, was packed to the brim, with not a single empty seat in sight—a promising sign.



The Performance: A Heartfelt Tapestry of Magic and Emotion

The Cast: Youthful Energy and Genuine Warmth

The actors brought infectious energy to the stage, especially those portraying the children. Mei, the younger sister, was portrayed with uncanny accuracy—her boundless curiosity, mischievous giggles, and sudden outbursts were so authentic that I nearly forgot I was watching a performance. The actress embodied the spirit of a four-year-old with astonishing skill: energetic, unfiltered, and uncontainably joyful.

Satsuki, the elder sister, was played with a wonderful blend of maturity and vulnerability. Her emotional arc—torn between caring for her sister and coping with their mother’s illness—was tenderly conveyed. The father, too, was a comforting presence: warm, eccentric, and grounded, always ready with a smile or an offbeat scientific explanation.

What made the performances truly memorable was their refusal to pander. This wasn’t a saccharine caricature of childhood—it was honest and complex, filled with moments of wonder, anxiety, joy, and sadness, just like real life.

The Set and Props: A Visual Feast

Once the curtains rose, I gasped. The transformation was remarkable.

The set design evoked the Japanese countryside with poetic detail. Bamboo groves, grassy hills, and softly swaying trees gave the stage a painterly quality, as though the animators themselves had lent their brushes. The lighting was masterful, shifting from golden afternoon light to the moody hues of dusk and the soft glow of moonlight with seamless grace.

But the true stars of the show were the puppets—ingeniously crafted and brought to life with breath-taking precision.

Totoro was magnificent. Towering, furry, and gently lumbering, he was puppeteered in such a way that you forgot he wasn't real. His blinking eyes, twitching whiskers, and the gentle rise and fall of his breathing created a mesmerising illusion of life. A performer cloaked in pink fabric operated his enormous tongue with subtle gestures, enhancing the magical surrealism of his presence.

The Catbus was another showstopper. Lit from within, it bounded across the stage with tail lifted high by deft puppeteers. The glowing eyes and rippling fur made it feel electric and alive, and when it opened its side to reveal its plush, seat-lined interior, the entire audience gasped audibly. It was a spectacle of joy.

Other smaller spirits—the soot sprites, for instance—were cleverly manipulated by black-clad puppeteers, a nod to Japanese Bunraku tradition. This blend of Eastern puppetry and Western theatrical techniques created a wholly unique aesthetic that felt deeply respectful to the source material.



Sound and Music: The Soul of the Show

One of the most enchanting aspects of the original film is its score by Joe Hisaishi, and I was thrilled to see it beautifully retained and reinterpreted in this production. The orchestra, partially visible from the sides of the stage, breathed life into every scene with their renditions of iconic melodies.

Most impressively, the music retained its Japanese lyrics in key moments, a decision I found both brave and inspired. The songs' Japanese phrasing maintained the spirit of the original, especially in scenes that leaned heavily into cultural nuance. At times, the lyrics were sung in English, especially where narrative clarity or emotional accessibility was needed, creating a delicate and thoughtful bilingual balance.

This musical duality did not feel disjointed. Instead, it acted as a bridge—allowing English-speaking audiences to immerse themselves while still honouring the film’s roots.



Language and Dialogue: A Harmonious Blend

The script was cleverly adapted to English, yet it retained several Japanese expressions and cultural elements that added authenticity. For example, the phrase “Tadaima” (“I’m home”) and its response “Okaeri” (“Welcome home”) were preserved in their original form during certain scenes. Though subtle, this decision added a delightful touch for those familiar with Japanese culture and didn't detract from comprehension for those who weren’t.

The characters’ dialogues felt natural and unforced. Much like in the film, the children often interrupted one another, asked strange questions, or lapsed into silence, creating an organic rhythm to the speech that felt deeply human.



Audience Reaction: Nostalgia Meets New Discovery

What struck me most about the audience was their collective reverence. There was laughter—plenty of it, especially during Mei’s exuberant antics—but also a tangible hush during the show’s quieter, more emotional moments. No one fidgeted. No one whispered. It was as though we were all children again, holding our breath, hoping the magic wouldn’t vanish if we moved too much.

Interestingly, as I mentioned earlier, the majority of the audience appeared to be adults in their 30s and 40s. Many, I’m sure, were drawn to this show not as first-timers, but as returning visitors to a childhood memory. There was a shared sense of rediscovery in the room—a bittersweet reminder of the days when imagination ran untamed and the world seemed filled with quiet miracles.



Themes and Messages: Still Relevant Today

Beneath its whimsical surface, My Neighbour Totoro explores themes that resonate universally—grief, change, resilience, the power of imagination, and the unspoken connection between humans and nature.

The stage adaptation doesn't shy away from these complexities. It handles the mother’s illness with dignity, showing how it affects each family member in different ways. It celebrates sibling bonds, the small victories of growing up, and the unseen forces—be they magical creatures or inner strength—that help us through difficult times.

In today’s fast-paced, hyper-digital world, the show’s gentle pace is almost radical. It invites us to slow down, to listen to the wind, to notice the rustling leaves, and to believe, even for a night, that there might be something wonderful just out of sight.



Final Thoughts: A Masterclass in Theatrical Adaptation

To say I was moved would be an understatement. My Neighbour Totoro is not simply a retelling; it is a reinvention that honours its source with humility, artistry, and profound care. It succeeds not just in capturing the film’s visual splendour, but in echoing its emotional truth.

Whether you are a lifelong fan or a newcomer to the world of Ghibli, this production offers something rare: a reminder of what it feels like to be small in a big world, and how that world can be full of wonder, even in the quietest corners.




Nicotine as a Nootropic


TLDR: Nicotine is mostly wrongly vilified; its big issue is a short half-life that foments chronic re-dosing. Addiction potential is a function of net time to hit your bloodstream (inhalation/smoking > buccal administration/snus/dip > nicotine gums > transdermal patches). Be careful with chronically elevated nicotine levels, which can engender higher baseline levels of neural excitation (mechanisms explicated below) and is a primary mediator of addiction reinforcement. Otherwise, it’s a powerful, angiogenic nootropic that is useful with perspicacious use. But as always, you’re modifying a vastly complex biochemical system with countless reflexive feedback loops, so who knows.





If you refer to my admittedly indulgent list of “apodictic truths”, I make the point that “(d)opaminergics are a dual-edged sword and extreme caution is warranted.” While nicotine is more rightly classified as a cholinergic, it does elicit a strong dopamine response via mechanisms downstream of nicotinic acetylcholine receptor (nAChR) activation. This ultimately begets dopamine tolerance and an attendant progressive attenuation of reward-prediction error in the mesolimbic pathway. If you want the mechanistic details, read the wikipedia page or, better yet, the Examine.com page.

A few relevant details on nicotine pharmacokinetics:


	Half-life: 1-2 hours

	Duration of Action: .5-1.5 hour (typically contingent on tolerance in naive vs chronic users)

	Metabolism: mostly in the liver via CYP2A6, CYP2B6, [FMO3](https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/FMO[3])

	Major metabolite: Cotinine (also a nAChR agonist w/ a weaker affinity and ~20 hour half-life)



[image: ]

Source link

Nicotine is now back in vogue owing to widespread vape use in the exoterica. In the esoterica, nicotine is consistently rated relatively highly on nootropics user surveys. It is mostly utilized as a short-acting stimulant.

Gwern has a fairly exhaustive lit-review-cum-exegesis on nicotine that’s worth a read; the upshot is that infrequent and/or intermittent nicotine gum usage is useful, relatively safe, and not detrimentally habit-forming. He concludes that vaping should be avoided too. That’s also my conclusion on an independent reading of the relevant literature and with personal experimentation.

Popular podcasts like Peter Attia’s Drive and the Huberman Lab have also given treatment to the topic. I personally weigh the former much more heavily— the Huberman Lab podcast had about 10 great episodes in the eponymous host’s wheelhouse before devolving into a vortex of incessant conjecture and caveating. I’m at the Gell-Mann hypermnesia stage after he’s given perfunctory and error-prone reports on areas I know well. (My recommendations: don’t take magnesium glycine, mag l-threonate, or apigenin for sleep). Tangentially, Emil Kirkegaard also has an interesting analysis on whether vaping will shrink your balls. Spoiler alert: probably not.

On to the biochemistry: nAChR’s are inotropic cation (sodium, potassium, calcium) channels with various subunit configurations that are somewhat similar to GABA(A) receptor subunits, which form inotropic anion (mostly chloride and some bicarbonate ions) channels. When activated by their respective ligands, the former adjusts neuronal surface membrane potential such that the cells are more likely to depolarize when cell signals propagate, the latter does the opposite: creating a diathesis towards hyperpolarization. Both receptor types can further influence intracellular cascades and gene transcription. Broadly, nAChR activation increases attention, focus, and drive, though transiently.

nAChR’s are located through the body and are involved in autonomic and somatic functions. As an aside, many nerve agents like Novichok are acetylcholinesterase (the enzyme that breaks down acetylcholine) inhibitors at the neuromuscular junction. This eventually brings about a fulminant cholinergic crisis whereby autonomic respiratory and cardiac functions are arrested, and a victim will die.

Anyways, we’ll focus on two receptor subtypes located in the CNS/brain that are germane to nicotine activation:


	(α4)2(β2)[3]

	(α7)[5]



The first is expressed at a higher density in GABAergic neurons (activation of these neurons elicits GABA release synaptically and—as an epiphenomenon—extra-synaptically as well to mediate tonic inhibition). α4-containing AChRs are desensitized to ligands like nicotine rapidly (via receptor internalization typically) and only re-sensitize after ~1 hour, though this is obviously person-dependent. Conversely, α7-containing AChRs desensitize much more slowly and re-sensitize on the order of ~2 minutes. A principal difference is that α7-containing AChRs are present in higher densities on glutaminergic neurons extending from the ventral tegmental area (VTA) to the prefrontal cortex (PFC), and α4-containing AChRs are primarily expressed on afferent and interneuron GABAergic cells extending from the nucleus accumbens (NAcc) to the VTA. See the diagram below taken from this 2002 paper in Neuron.

[image: ]

So what’s the problem? The problem is that with recurrent nicotine dosing, α4-containing AChRs are activated and rapidly desensitized, leading to a transient spike in GABA release (net inhibitory, anxiolytic). Activation of α7-containing AChR, on the obverse, causes a more durable spike in glutamate (net excitatory, anxiogenic) (see the upper right hand graph and diagram below). The ‘LTP’ in the figure stands for “long term potentiation”. With chronically elevated levels as with smoking/vaping/dipping (or especially ebullient Nicorette chewing), the baseline firing threshold is increased (think about the membrane potential with a higher propensity to depolarize and fire that we spoke about earlier).
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Source here

So now we have a picture where the chronic user is re-dosing chronically for both the mental stimulation and the anxiolytic component of ephemerally elevated GABA release. This is the so-called Nesbitt’s Paradox — that cigarette smoking generates physiological and psychological changes which are normally incompatible, namely increased arousal together with decreased stress. The user-level reality is much more grim: chronic users are grasping at a baseline that has long been altered. In some ways this is an affine relationship to alcohol tolerance — GABA(a) receptors are down-regulated in response to constitutive agonist binding and baseline neuronal excitability increases as a compensatory response. Curiously, alcohol has also been shown to be a nAChR positive allosteric modulator, which is a bit counterintuitive for the canonical depressant. But alcohol has pleiotropic, promiscuous, and systemic intra- and extracellular effects that have yet to be fully characterized.

This goes beyond the scope of this post, but many of the compensatory baseline changes in both alcohol and nicotine addiction models are likely mediated by ΔFosB-related epigenetic changes that down-regulate the transcription of receptor proteins like α4-containing AChRs (or α4-containing GABA(a) receptors in the case of alcohol tolerance). What’s particularly pernicious about this transcription factor is that its induction can create a positive feedback loop. Per wikipedia, “Repression of c-Fos by ΔFosB, which consequently further induces expression of ΔFosB, forms a positive feedback loop that serves to indefinitely perpetuate the addictive state.”

So, the primary takeaway is if you’re going to use nicotine, use it on a pro re nata and intermittent basis (and not ‘intermittent’ in the current demotic sense, but rather spasmodically). Some people will go as far as to say that caffeine is more addictive than nicotine so regular use is OK. This isn’t true as measured by dopamine-evoked currents, but when dose-adjusted it isn’t manifestly untrue. Here idiosyncratic personal response is relevant, but it’s also important to note that nicotine’s comparatively short duration of action makes it more amenable to abuse. An interesting corollary is that in “fast” caffeine metabolizers, the CYP1A[2] enzyme (metabolizes caffeine) is highly inducible by nicotine. Per SNPedia, “In smokers, … the A/A homozygotes had 1.6x higher CYP1A[2] activity than A/C and C/C genotypes”. This could conceivably shorten caffeine’s half-life to 1.5-2 hours with current nicotine use. I bear the highly inducible rs762551(A) allele, and it does subjectively seem like nicotine catalyzes faster caffeine clearance.



Secondary Considerations

I have a few other ancillary concerns about nicotine that I’ve enumerated below:


Notes


[3]

Testosterone may be affected by nicotine. Rat studies show a drop in serum testosterone after chronic use, but correlational human studies show that smokers tend to have higher levels of circulating testosterone. See below for speculation on why.



[5]

Cotinine (~20 hour half-life) and nicotine probably inhibit 3α-hydroxysteroid dehydrogenase (3α-HSD) fairly potently. This is an crucial enzyme in the metabolism of dihydrotestosterone (DHT, or something that you’re likely concerned about vis-a-vis hair loss), but more importantly it also synthesizes critical neurosteroids like allopregnanolone (a GABA(A) positive allosteric modulator and a nAChR negative allosteric modulator).



[2]

Nicotine induces a transient prolactin release, which returns to baseline after ~2 hours. This is odd as dopamine inhibits prolactin release from the hypothalamus and the two tend to be inversely correlated.



[1]

LTP with chronic use could lead to glutamate-induced excitotoxicity and could very plausibly affect sleep architecture.



[4]

Complex interactions with estrogen and aromatase: per Examine:

The ability of Nicotine (and related nicotine alkaloids, when looking at smoking studies) to inhibit the Aromatase enzyme may cause a shift towards androgens rather than estrogens over time. The degree of change noted in these studies may be higher than can be accredited to nicotine due to other tobacco alkaloids … Nicotine appears to act as an estrogen receptor antagonist, and can inhibit the signaling pathways of estrogen; It shows preference for ER-ß rather than the alpha subunit (the latter being associated with classical 'effects of estrogen'). The estrogen receptor subunit inhibited is the one associated with positive effects in both genders






North Korea

I meet my travel agent, Chris, in Beijing. Chris is an amiable Irishman who tells me a lot of tourists get drunk in Pyongyang and it’s fine. I thank him for the suggestion.

I do not intend to get drunk in Pyongyang.

Chris hands me handwritten flight tickets and I'm good to go. Flying from Beijing to Pyongyang requires the most thorough security check I've ever received. Every nook and cranny in my trousers is inspected. I am patted down by a stern woman.

When I land, we disembark from the plane and head onto a bus that takes us to immigration. I am struck by the quiet. There is little to suggest we are in the twenty-first century. The airport has one room; it looks like a disused warehouse. The “diplomatic” queue is longer than the “tourists” queue.

Someone walks up to me and greets me by my middle name. He sees my surprise and follows this up by stating my birthday. When I confirm that’s me, he introduces himself as Mr. Lee, a representative from KITC, Korea Independent Travel Company. I don’t know if it is North Korean practice to greet foreigners with their middle name and DOB.

I tell Mr. Lee that he can call me by my first name. Later he returns the favour and asks me to drop the Mr. and call him Lee.

Lee takes me to the car and introduces me to Miss Yu, the other tour guide, and Mr. Jang, the driver, who speaks basically no English. Miss Yu and Lee tell me I can call him Mr. Driver. Yu studied literature and has been working for KITC, the tourist company, for four years. Her English is impressively good for someone who has never left Korea: she understands almost all my questions – and I ask tough questions. Lee has worked for KITC for two years, and prior to that he was in the army, where he did guard duty in a cemetery.

They are happy that I know not to call their country North Korea (they prefer to be known as the DPRK, for Democratic People’s Republic of Korea). Lee’s English isn’t great. His vocabulary is fine, but his pronunciation is very stilted and he struggles with verb tenses. I ask questions in the present tense with a date modifier (e.g. “when you meet me at the airport at 5pm yesterday, you say my birthday. Why do you do that?”) and this improves our communication (incidentally, his explanation is “I know your birthday from KITC”)

The roads are quiet– apparently rush hour is 7am and 7pm. One car is driving backwards at a slow pace. I ask if this is normal and am told that it is not.

I see one van with an open top – more like an old-fashioned wagon – displaying a hundred dead pigs with no protection. Literally, someone appears to have thrown skinned pig bodies onto the back of his wagon and then started driving. On top of the pig carcasses is a soldier in full military dress holding a gun. I don’t ask if this is normal.

Our first stop is a memorial to Juche, the political philosophy founded by Kim Il Sung. Juche has three aspects: Political independence, economic self-sustenance, and self-defence. The elevator takes 90 seconds to reach the eighth floor, 150 metres up. I ask what is on floors 2-7 and am told construction and maintenance. The view from the eighth floor is amazing, though the area is built up and not significantly different from other developing Asian capital cities.

The most unusual thing is the quiet around us. Everyone is apparently at work, so daytime is very quiet. Yu and Lee walk with me at all times. When I need to go to the bathroom, Lee comes with me.

Some stops have a tour guide who doesn’t speak English, in which case Lee or Yu will translate. Yu and Lee both repeatedly ask me to recite information they've given me. Yu asks me her name, and Lee asks me once for the date of the Juche building’s construction, then asks later for its height (he asks this one twice). On all occasions I remember the answer and give it. For this feat, I am congratulated on my intelligence. I don’t know whether all foreigners go through this ritual. My guess is they are checking I can understand their accented English. But that’s only a guess.

After this, I ask to use a bathroom, prompting our first stop that’s not on the official route. This is where things begin to get interesting. I am shown to a nearby shop, which has no lighting. The front room is lit by daylight to some extent. The back rooms are not. Lee shows me to a grimy room with no windows, no electricity, and no running water. It has a urinal in one corner. Lee kindly keeps the door open so that I have enough light to use the urinal. Another corner has what looks like a bathtub four feet above the ground. It is full of cold, grimy water. To wash my hands, I am told it is normal to take a scoop from the bathtub, wash my hands in it, and pour it back. I do this.

It's unclear if this leaves my hands cleaner.

On the way out, I ask Lee why the building has no electricity. His face makes an expression I later come to recognise and mentally label the Doublethink. He explains that there is a very temporary electricity cut. I ask if this is common and he says it is not. He continues to make the Doublethink.

Lee had earlier dropped into conversation that he liked to smoke and Yu now mentions that Lee likes to smoke. I had known before coming that it is traditional to bring gifts for the tour guides, and I had bought gin, chocolate and cigarettes. All of these goods, including the cigarettes, are stored in my bags and I wonder whether my bags have been searched in my absence. I later offer him a large packet of cigarettes.

In hindsight, I think my bags were not searched, but a downside of a police state is that you have to mistrust everybody, no matter how friendly they seem.

Next we visit an art gallery. Most paintings are Korean scenery. Two are President and General (the leaders Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, and Kim Jong Un are known respectively as President, General, and Marshal). My favourite painting shows Korean children playing in the snow next to a snowman. I really like the painting because the scene is so similar to how children anywhere else in the world would play in the snow. I ask if I can take a photo of it and am told I cannot. While I am there, the electricity flickers. I ask Yu if this is common. She makes a Doublethink face and says it is not.

We head to a restaurant for dinner. When we walk in, I am happy to see some locals, until Yu corrects me: they are Chinese tourists.

Jang, Yu, Lee and I eat together, and enjoy a very good hotpot and chat (Jang leaves early, as the conversation is in English). Yu tells me a funny story: she had an interest in learning French, so some of KITC’s French-speaking tour guides taught her a French phrase meaning “I would like some dumpling soup”. She practiced it until she had a Frenchman to show around, when she trotted it out proudly. The Frenchman was slightly surprised. It turns out that the phrase actually means “I would like to have sex with you tonight”. People are the same all around the world. Later on I teach her another French phrase, which has a very similar meaning (I use a different verb and remove the “tonight”). It is the Right Thing To Do.

I compliment Lee’s watch: it is gold and very sleek-looking. He tells me that on getting married, his wife gave him a watch rather than a ring, and this is a fairly common custom in Korea.

Yu tells me that Koreans have a form of online dating. I am surprised by this, given they have no access to the internet. Yu explains they can use a North Korea-wide intranet, and tells me that North Koreans sometimes pretend to be a different gender when speaking to people online.

Every Buzzfeed list of “things I have learned from my years of travel” has an entry to the effect that “people all around the world are the same”. When I am asked in the future how true that is, I think I will respond by saying that North Korean dudes talk to strangers online and pretend to be women for the lols.

I try to phrase all my awkward questions as “Some people in the West say that… about North Korea. Is it true?” and I do not sense unhappiness from either Yu or Lee. In fact, they seem genuinely happy to hear stories of North Korea from the outside. I wish I had read recent news articles so I had more recent information – Yu knows all of the stories I proffer because she has heard them from other tourists. She has heard about things like the “Kim Jong Il got four holes in one in his first round of golf” stories through previous tourists, and not through the Korean media. Later I meet a Swiss man, Ricardo, who found a lapel pin with the flags of Korea and Switzerland. Ricardo explained to his tour guide, Lin, that Kim Jong Un studied in Switzerland and Lin was stunned to hear this. I later ask Yu if she knows this, and she confirms that she has heard it from tourists, but explains it as “he only studied for a year. He is still Korean”.

Incidentally, Lee does not have the same haircut as Kim Jong Un, and I am told that the haircut is not mandatory, just "recommended". I am told that Koreans have access to specific western media. Bend it Like Beckham is apparently popular. Yu’s favourite film is Titanic but she tells me not many of her countrymen have seen it. She and Lee have heard of James Bond but not seen the movies. I suspect Die Another Day would not be popular here.

After dinner, we drive to my hotel. This is on an island in the middle of the river. Really. I am told that I can walk around it but should not walk far or leave the island. The hotel is clean but not luxurious. I do not have clean water in my room, so I boil water (taking >5 minutes in my Soviet-style kettle) and then place the boiled water in my fridge. I hope the resulting water is clean to drink.

Day Two

Breakfast is tomato, toast, some kind of sour milk-based drink, and eggs. The breakfast room has a huge mural up but otherwise could pass for a youth hostel. On the way out, Yu tells me that the license plates are divided into various colours. Red and blue are for foreigners, yellow for privately owned, black for the military, and white for the government. Almost all of the cars have white plates, but I see a few black. A couple of hours later, Yu draws my attention to one yellow plate.

We head out to see a monument dedicated to the Leaders (Kim Il Sung, President, and Kim Jong Il, General. But no Kim Jong Un, Marshal). It is very important that we buy flowers and leave the flowers at the Leaders’ feet, and also bow. I ask why Kim Jong Un isn’t there. Yu tells me Kim Jong Il was too modest to put himself there, and only after KJI’s death was he added, by Kim Jong Un. I ask whether KJU will be added if he were to pass away, but Yu thinks this is an inappropriate question, and I apologise profusely.

We see two wedding parties there. Lee tells me it is expected that all Koreans visit this memorial on the day of their marriage. I think “all” Koreans is a stretch, since we see only two, but I accept it is a tradition.

We head to the DPRK national power museum. It is full of exhibits dedicated to the Korean machinery and industrial strengths, and their ways of creating power. These exhibits are dimly lit: there is no electricity due to a power cut.

I ask to eat at a restaurant for locals rather than for tourists. Lee and Yu agree to this, but when we arrive, there are no locals. I ask about this and am told that locals work until 12:30 or so (it is 11:45 when I arrive). We have a leisurely drawn out lunch, in which I ask a lot of questions – and answer quite a few of theirs – and when it finishes it is 1:30. One family has shown up. I think they’re Chinese tourists.

It has buttons on the table with which to call servers. While we are talking, I see Lee raise his hand with fingers outstretched, then move fingers down one by one (starting with the thumb) to count to five and place them back up to count to ten. I ask about this and I am told it is the normal Korean way of counting. (After leaving DPRK, I ask a South Korean friend, and she counts the same way)

While we are chatting, I learn more about Yu’s personal life. Although she is slim by western standards, she wants to lose weight and is on a diet.

Another universal human experience, untainted by living in a country ravaged by famine.

Yu also tells me that there are no homosexuals in North Korea and she doesn’t “understand how it can work”. I don’t press that point.

After lunch, we visit a series of museums about the Korean war, where we learn how the North “liberated” Pyongyang (the later DPRK defeats are skimmed over or ignored: we focus on the part of the war where the North advanced in the south, liberating mile by mile). As far as I can tell, the war reports are close enough to reality, and the main propaganda is in word choices and missing out specific items, rather than making up battles altogether.

I like the reporting on the USS Pueblo. This is an American ship which (according to the DPRK museum) strayed into Korean waters and was attacked by several Korean ships. After surrendering, seven Koreans boarded and arrested the 83 US soldiers on board. The museum guide makes a big thing out of how those seven Koreans overcame a huge numerical disadvantage, and she stresses the numbers on each side. I think it doesn’t take a lot of people to arrest an enemy who has already surrendered, but I keep this observation to myself. There is a signed letter from the US confirming they had spied on the DPRK.

Western sources tell the story differently: the Pueblo was attacked while its location was disputed (the US claims it was in international waters) and an agreement was reached that the US would sign a document agreeing its ship had spied on Korea, then the soldiers would be released, then the US would retract the confession. The captain of the Pueblo deliberately wrote a confession saying “we paean the North Korean state” – with the hidden meaning of “we pee on the North Korean state”. That must have taken serious cojones to write; I guess paean is stored in the balls.

The museums have beautiful scenery. I am not allowed to take photos of the gorgeous parts - I don’t know why - but their mock battlefields and jungle scenes are more intricate than any I have seen outside DPRK. We visit the Palace school, which is immensely beautiful and full of marble, chandeliers, etc. A young girl comes to greet me; she claims to be 13 (which means 12, since Koreans start counting from age 1) but looks younger. She begins to rattle off facts about the school in Korean, which Lee translates into English. I ask questions about the school but Lee explains she is shy.

I see a clock face, with a map on it. In this map, Korea is approaching the size of the United States. I comment that “I have seen some maps where the countries have different sizes than this one”. I get a smile out of Lee.

The children study an extra-curricular activity for two hours a day. Some children learn to dance, some sew, some sing, some play Go, and some use computers. Both Yu and Lee learned to sing. Yu also did the accordion. When we enter the sewing room, no children look up. Two other visitors walk over to one desk and inspect the children’s work. No children look up. They just keep sewing. I wonder how exactly the children were trained.

In the dancing room, every single child is smiling and dancing. I ask Lee about this and he says “well, if you come to my house, my wife and I smile when we see you”. That analogy doesn’t land with me, but I don’t press the point.

When we see the photos of martial arts on the walls, Lee asks if I have done them. I tell him I studied Choi Kwang-Do, which is a Korean martial art. I can count in Korean, and I remember a few odd phrases, mostly words for punching. They have not come in useful. Miss Yu has taught me some more appropriate phrases, so that I can greet and thank people. At least, I think they are appropriate phrases. It’s hard to be sure.

After dinner I visit a funfair. It is free to enter and instead you pay on the way out. The funfair tour guide tells me (through Lee as a translator) to skip the line. I prefer to queue, which takes a while to translate and explain. Power cuts make me uncertain about DPRK engineering practices, so I opt for a ride taken by Kim Jong Un last week, when it was officially opened. In the whole of human history, this may be the funfair whose engineers had the strongest incentives to make the rides safe.

Later we head back to the hotel, where we drink together with Oh, another tour guide (with great English) and Rowan, an Australian from the tour company who helped book this. He talks to our waitress about how he misses the waitress who was here before – Monny – and asks where she is. Our waitress blushes. Later, Yu tells me that Monny *was* the waitress and Rowan hadn't recognised her.

I ask Yu and Lee about Korean drinking games and they play Rock Paper Scissors where the loser drinks. Except that their scissors is thumb and forefinger outstretched, not the first two fingers. I later check this out by asking three Asian friends: the one South Korean girl uses her thumb and forefinger, while the others use the first two fingers.

The five of us go on to karaoke. On the way we see people bare-chested in a sports room playing table tennis.

Day Three

We are going to the Mausoleum, where President and General are laid out for state visits. This is very, very serious. Most people have ties. I wear my least crumpled clothes. Yu tells me to leave most of my things in the bus and take only my wallet, from which I remove everything other than money.

We start by walking across a device that cleans our shoes. Then we pass through metal detectors and then I am patted down.

We step onto a series of travelators that take us perhaps 200 metres. They proceed at maybe 15cm/second, and we do not walk on them; we just stand. We are facing a series of soldiers in full military dress coming the other way. Perhaps 80% of the soldiers are staring at me. It’s a little disconcerting to be stared at by ~100 North Korean soldiers in full military uniform.

When we reach the end, we walk through a series of halls with many important-looking portrait photos of President Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il. The area is incredibly ornate. Dozens of chandeliers adorn every ceiling and I would guess each of them cost thousands. Guards in full military uniform are standing strictly to attention at most corners. I do not see any of them move while I am there. Instead the actual guarding is done by a small number of suited men who occasionally yell out commands in Korean when a visitor steps slightly out of line. The men in suits scare me.

For the actual visiting of the tombs, we pass first through an air tunnel, to clean our suits. We then line up into a darkened room. Kim Il Sung’s body is in a glass cage, and it is very well preserved. We walk around it from all sides in a prescribed queue, bowing once to the feet, once to the left, and once to the right. We do not bow to the head.

Yu has checked with me before we visit the tomb that I am going to bow. She has warned me, in a fearful voice, that it can cause offence to refuse to bow. I do not know what "cause offence" is a euphemism for and I do not intend to find out. When I am supposed to bow, I bow as if my life depends on it.

I’m not sure it doesn’t.

Kim Jong Il’s body also lies in state, and we go through an identical ceremony for him in the next room. We also have numerous other things to see: a giant wall-sized map for each leader, showing which state trips he made abroad (106 for KIS, 18 for KJI). We see their cars: one sleek-looking black car, and one that is basically a golf cart for twelve people. We see their trains. KJI’s train has many of his personal effects. It includes trousers and his jacket. I asked about his jackets (he is always seen in the same jackets) and am told he has a small wardrobe due to his modesty. Next, I see his yacht, which is maybe 100ft. This was finished only a year before his death, so was barely used. It is now part of his official museum, and will never be used again.

I also see the collection of medals that both leaders owned. Each has one room dedicated to his medals and at the top has ~10 big portraits/photos with foreign dignitaries. KJI received an honorary doctorate from some Russian university, and two of his ten photos are from this event.

The journey out is the reverse of the journey in, passing by all the same exhibits, and then we go sit in the park outside. After this, I am taken to a memorial to soldiers. It shows sculptures of ~100 soldiers’ head and shoulders. Lee translates a few of the inscriptions: one soldier was being tortured by the Japanese for information, so he bit out his tongue to avoid giving them any. The Japanese then shot him. Kim Il Sung awarded medals to him and his mother, and put their busts on the mountain.

After this we visit the birthplace of the President. It is very clean and looks like a museum. There is a well outside his house, from which we pull up water. We drink the water: Yu tells me I will live ten years longer after drinking it. I ask Yu whether, when General Kim Jong Il died, the Korean people knew Marshal Kim Jong Un would be the next leader. She tells me yes, everyone knew he was well-known, and KJI’s favourite. I ask her whether any of Kim Jong Un’s family are similarly well known and she says they are not. She thinks he has one daughter but knows very little about his family. I infer that Marshal’s successor is not known.

For lunch I ask to taste dog. Yu thinks I am very odd for asking to try this. The restaurant charges me $5 extra. It tastes like chicken.

After lunch, we visit the subway. This is fascinating. Apparently it was founded in 1973, and spans ~35 kilometres, with 17 stations. The entrance is unimpressive (photo), the escalator down to the station is slow, and the walls are perfectly grey. Then we arrive in the station, which is a perfect example of “this is what we want the world to see”. The underground station is covered in gleaming lights and pretty pictures. Lee and Yu tell me to take a lot of photos of these.

We get on a train and get off at the next stop, where I am again encouraged to take photos of the (very pretty) mural surrounding the wall. We then get back on and go through four more stops. I am not directed to take photos of these; they are mostly just granite and marble. I take a photo anyway (after checking with Lee), so I can show people what most of the stations look like. Honestly, these are comparable with London tube stations.

To take the subway costs 5 won, which is 5 cents at the official exchange rate, or 0.04 cents at the black market rate – i.e. you could ride it 25 times for a penny.

We get out at the arch of triumph, which is modelled after the French one but slightly bigger. It was a 70th birthday present for Kim Il Sung. “We copied the French but cranked up the size. Happy birthday!”

We arrive at the airport and I bid goodbye to Mr. Driver, Mr. Lee, and Miss Yu. I had learned only after arriving in DPRK that tips should be in new banknotes, and I have to give them slightly crumpled ones. I sort of want to set up an arbitrage business in which I buy crumpled banknotes at a 10% discount, then exchange them in countries where small crumpling is a non-issue. But I leave this to others more entrepreneurially minded than I.

Airport border control offers to stamp my passport with a DPRK stamp. This feels like an offer I will regret accepting, so I decline. With that, I board my plane, and leave the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.




Ollantay

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

Ollantay is a three-act play written in Quechua, an indigenous language of the South American Andes. It was first performed in Peru around 1775. Since the mid-1800s it’s been performed more often, and nowadays it’s pretty easy to find some company in Peru doing it. If nothing else, it’s popular in Peruvian high schools as a way to get students to connect with Quechua history. It’s not a particularly long play; a full performance of Ollantay takes around an hour.[1]

Also, nobody knows where Ollantay was written, when it was written, or who wrote it. And its first documented performance led directly to upwards of a hundred thousand deaths.

Macbeth has killed at most fifty people,[2] and yet it routinely tops listicles of “deadliest plays”. I’m here to propose that Ollantay take its place.

The Meta-Story

When Ollantay was first performed, Peru was around two hundred years removed from Pizarro’s apocalyptic conquest. The population was finally starting to recover, so that in 1770 it sat at around 1.2 million people. The vast majority of those 1.2 million people were indigenous,[3] and the vast majority of those 1.2 million people did not have great lives. Peru was oriented almost exclusively towards extracting mineral wealth from the mountains and moving it to Spain.

Here’s how they did it.

Peru was divided into around fifty provinces called corregimientos, each of which was run by a single corregidor. The corregidor held a monopoly on trade with all the Indians in his province, and he was also in charge of collecting taxes. If that sounds like a position which lends itself pretty easily to corruption and abuse, that’s because it was; the corregidores were uniformly fabulously wealthy and fabulously hated. And in addition to having to pay taxes, all the Indians were obligated to provide free labor to factories and public works projects - public works projects which were used not to improve living conditions of the Indians or provide them with roads between their villages, but to enable moving silver from the mines in the mountains down to the coast for shipping abroad. The Spanish crown expected that around 15% of the population of a district should be providing free labor at any given time. The actual number was usually much higher.

The sole representative from the Indian villages to the viceroyalty was the curaca, the highest office that an Indian could reach. Like the corregidores, there was one curaca for each province. This guy was responsible for ensuring that the Indians paid their taxes and delivered their free labor, and he was the only one authorized to lodge complaints to the corregidor on behalf of the villages. This was a position designed to make the curaca identify more with the Spanish and less with the Indians. Like the position of corregidor, it was also a way to get very rich.

José Gabriel Condorcanqui was a curaca, and he was indeed very rich. He became curaca by virtue of his father having been curaca; when he was eighteen his father died and he inherited the title. José Gabriel married well, going from rich to richer. He seems to have been a devout Catholic and he got along well with all the local priests, up to and including the bishop of Cuzco - the ancient capital of the Inca empire and the most important city of inland Peru. José Gabriel was of course friendly with the local corregidor, a very rich Spaniard named Antonio Arriaga.

That isn’t to say that José Gabriel was particularly corrupt; on the contrary, he seems to have had a desire to help his people in ways that most other curacas did not. He used those friendships to get actual material concessions - lower taxes, less free labor, public works projects that actually helped the public. All of these didn’t go nearly far enough, but he at least tried. And he complained a lot. One of the people he complained to was a parish priest named Antonio Valdez.

Don Antonio Valdez was a parish priest in Tinta, and he fancied himself a Man of Culture. Priests were an important part of the Spanish colonial enterprise, and so Don Valdez was on good terms with both the curaca and corregidor. His name was well-known in Cuzco; he came from a family with long ties to the region and had established himself quite well. Around 1775, he invited José Gabriel and some other honored guests to a performance of a play he had finished putting together. Set in Cuzco in the 1400s, Valdez told his assembled audience that Ollantay was a Castilian version of a Quechua play.[4]

After seeing the play, something changed in José Gabriel’s life. It began with his name. He started claiming that he was a direct descendant of Túpac Amaru, the last Incan emperor,[5] and so he took the name Túpac Amaru II. On his next tours of the local villages he told them all his true name and his true lineage, and let them know that the days of minute changes in tax policy were soon to be over. Things were going to change. He was going to go to Lima to tell the king’s representatives what was what.

He traveled to Lima to press his claims. Specifically, he asked the viceroy to recognize his claim to the Marquessate of Oreposa, which was a noble title originally granted to the grandson of Emperor Túpac Amaru. Apparently he was persuasive enough that the government in Lima recognized the claim, and so he returned to Tinta as Túpac Amaru II, Maruqess of Oreposa. If anyone in the viceroy’s government was nervous about acknowledging the direct descendant of the last Incan emperor, they didn’t make their feelings known.

They should have. Because after his Ollantay-inspired transformation, Túpac Amaru II, Marquess of Oreposa and defender of the Quechua, was now on a mission. Back in Tinta, he ratcheted up his agitation against the constant overtaxing, overcharging, and abuse of the free labor system. He was so persuasive in this effort that he (and Valdez the priest/playwright) convinced the bishop of Cuzco to send a delegation back to Madrid, led by Túpac’s uncle, to argue in front of King Charles III.[6] On the whole, everything was working out quite well for Túpac. He was now recognized as an Inca chief by the government in Cuzco; he knew the bishop well enough that the king would soon hear his grievances. He had every expectation that Charles would agree with him. So why bother waiting for Charles to answer?

On November 4th, 1780, a parish priest held a feast at his house in honor of King Charles’s birthday. Túpac was present, along with Antonio Arriaga, the aforementioned corregidor. It is not said whether or not Don Antonio Valdez was at this dinner, when Túpac proclaimed that Arriaga was under arrest for abuse of power. Túpac let it be known that the king had agreed with him that the Quechua should no longer be taxed, but that Arriaga had refused to enact this royal order.[7] The punishment for this insubordination was death. Then he set up a scaffold in the center of town, waited for a suitable crowd to arrive, and publicly executed Arriaga. Thus began the Rebellion of Túpac Amaru II.

Túpac recruited from the disaffected Quechua quite easily. With an army of locals mostly armed with slings and stones, he easily dispatched the initial force sent from Cuzco to stop him, killing nearly the entire force while losing only fifteen of his own men. News of this victory spread rapidly and he amassed an army 60,000 strong. But rather than pressing his advantage and immediately attacking Cuzco, he just wandered around southern Peru, allowing the army to pillage at will. His advisors - chief among them his wife - couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t attack. And in these crucial months, a new Spanish army assembled in Lima.

After two months of confused looting, Túpac’s advisors finally convinced him to attack Cuzco. But the city was by now well prepared for him, and his efforts were half-hearted at best. The attempt failed and the army withdrew to the south, where any remaining cohesion fell apart. January and February were spent holed up in the mountains, waiting for the hammer to fall.

It fell in March. That army from Lima arrived and proved too strong for Túpac’s stone-throwers. On April 6th the indigenous army was smashed; Túpac was captured alive, along with his wife and two of his sons. The entire rebellion had lasted just five months.

They were all brought to Cuzco in chains, where the general who led the Spanish army pronounced his opinion on what should happen to Túpac. This sentence was carried out. On May 18th, 1781, Túpac Amaru II was forced to watch as his wife and children were tortured and executed in front of him. Then they cut out his tongue. Then they gathered four horses, tied one to each of his limbs, and sent them running in opposite directions. Túpac Amaru II was pulled apart and he bled out in the plaza of Cuzco.[8]

The Spanish army then spent the remainder of 1781 pacifying Peru. The indigenous army did not exist anymore, so this was not so much a war as a series of massacres. Anybody who might conceivably offer resistance was killed. And though it wasn’t officially called this, in practice Peru was decimated; from a 1780 population of 1.2 million, 100,000 people were killed.

Then the viceroy banned all Quechua theater. He knew what had started this.



Don Antonio Valdez was not killed in the purges. He was well-connected enough, and he was Spanish enough, to avoid the fate of all his Indian friends. Ollantay, though, was to be destroyed.

Yet Valdez kept a copy of his play hidden in his parish, and then he lived another 35 years. Those 35 years saw the destruction of the Spanish navy at Trafalgar and the overthrow of the Spanish monarchy by Napoleon, events which combined to undermine and ultimately destroy Spanish authority in the Americas. And while José de San Martín wouldn’t liberate Peru until 1820, by the time of Valdez’s death the interior of Peru had fallen well outside the viceregal jurisdiction. Holding Cuzco was hard enough; the viceroy wasn’t in any position to prevent a parish priest from making a copy of a decades-old play.

He made two copies, and gave each one to a priest. One of these priests brought a copy to a convent in Cuzco, where it sat in the library. The other priest kept his copy, and the original remained with Valdez. In 1835, a relative of Valdez’s wrote an article in a Cuzco periodical where he made reference to the fact that copies of Ollantay yet existed. This article came to the attention of a certain Johann Moritz Rugendas, a German artist who had recently been booted out of Mexico for trying to overthrow the government there and was presently touring South America.

[image: ]

El Marcado de la Independencia, by Rugendas in 1843. He did some nice paintings of Lima while on tour.

Rugendas asked the monks in the convent to make a copy of Ollantay for him. This copy was rather damaged, having sat in a damp convent for eighty years, but the monks obliged and did the best they could. Rugendas brought this copy back to Germany when he returned to Europe in 1846, where it became a curiosity as an example of the Quechua language. He also brought back word that an undamaged copy existed in some priest’s rectory.

An Englishman with an interest in Inca history decided that he was going to find this undamaged version and write an English translation, and so in 1853 Sir Clements Markham[9] added “find and translate Ollantay” to his agenda for an upcoming expedition to the Andes. He succeeded, finding that other priest who held that other copy and meticulously copying every word of Ollantay in both Quechua and Spanish, then translating that to English.

And so we can read, watch, and perform Ollantay, the play that launched a thousand ships.

The Story

Ollantay is a love story.[10] The lovers are the titular Ollantay and Cusi Coyllur Ñusta - he the chief of the Anti people (to be clear, Anti is the Quechua name of the clan; they’re not anti-people) and she the daughter of the Inca emperor. As the play begins, they have already been clandestine lovers for quite some time and the princess is secretly pregnant by Ollantay. But Ollantay, being simply a regional warlord, is not a suitable match for a princess. The play begins with Ollantay pining to his page - who fills the only role of “comic relief”[11] - that he must marry Coyllur:


Have I not already said

That e’en if death’s fell scythe was here,

If mountains should oppose my path

Like two fierce foes who block the way,

Yet will I fight all these combined

And risk all else to gain my end,

And whether it be life or death

I’ll cast myself at Coyllur’s feet.



The two run into the high priest, whose introductory soliloquy is a paean to the blood of llamas:


O giver of all warmth and light

O Sun! I fall and worship thee.

For thee the victims are prepared,

A thousand llamas and their lambs

Are ready for thy festal day.

The sacred fire’ll lap their blood,

In thy dread presence, mighty one,

After long fast thy victims fall.



The priest and Ollantay then discuss how Ollantay can definitely not marry the princess and it’s a really bad idea for him to try. Ollantay reiterates his desires, to which the priest can only give one final warning:


Put a seed into the ground,

It multiplies a hundredfold;

The more thy crime shall grow and swell,

The greater far thy sudden fall.



Ollantay then approaches the emperor and asks for the hand of his daughter with a long soliloquy. The emperor waves him off in four lines:


Ollantay, thou dost now presume.

Thou art a subject, nothing more.

Remember, bold one, who thou art,

And learn to keep thy proper place.



And so in the next scene, Ollantay swears vengeance:


When flames rise to the heavens.

Cuzco shall sleep on a bloody couch,

The King shall perish in its fall;

Then shall my insulter see

How numerous are my followers.

When thou, proud King, art at my feet,

We then shall see if thou wilt say,

‘Thou art too base for Coyllur’s hand.’



He returns home and gathers an army. The emperor then dispatches his own army to go hunt down Ollantay, but Ollantay’s men successfully ambush them in a mountain pass and destroy the Inca army without losing a man:


A rain of stones both great and small

Down on the crowd of warriors crashed,

On every side destruction flashed,

Thy heart the slaughter did appall.

Like a strong flood the blood did flow,

Inundating the ravine;

So sad a sight thou ne’er hast seen—

No man survived to strike a blow.



Ollantay doesn’t press his advantage, though, and is content instead to build up his base of power in his home province. This proves to be a mistake. General Rumi-Ñaui, the general who lost the battle in the mountain pass, comes up with a different, better plan. He begs the emperor for another chance, and the emperor grants it.

Rumi-Ñaui shows up to Ollantay, beaten and bloody, and spins a tale of betrayal by the emperor. Ollantay takes the bait and invites him into his capital, then tells him that they will shut the gates and party for three days straight:


It will be so. For three whole nights

We drink and feast, to praise the Sun,

The better to cast all care aside

We shall be shut in Tampu fort.



Rumi-Ñaui waits for Ollantay’s whole army to be passed-out drunk. Then he opens the gates and invites his army to come in and kill or capture the lot of them. Ollantay is brought back to Cuzco in chains. Things are looking bad for him.

I’ll let the play take it from here (Túpac Yupanqui is the emperor, and tocarpus are execution stakes):


TÚPAC YUPANQUI:

Know that tocarpus are prepared.

Remove those traitors from my sight,

Let them all perish, and at once.

RUMI-ÑAUI:

Take these three men without delay

To the dreaded execution stakes;

Secure them with unyielding ropes,

And hurl them from the lofty rocks.

TÚPAC YUPANQUI:

Stop! Cast off their bonds.

(The guards unbind them. They all kneel.)

(To Ollantay, kneeling).

Rise from thy knees; come to my side.

(Rises.)

Now thou hast seen death very near,

You that have shown ingratitude,

Learn how mercy flows from my heart;

I will raise thee higher than before.

Thou wert Chief of Anti-suyu,

Now see how far my love will go;

I make thee Chief in permanence.

Receive this plume as general,

This arrow emblem of command.



That’s right! Ollantay swore eternal vengeance on the emperor, seceded, set himself up as a king, destroyed an entire Inca army, and is rewarded for his betrayal by being made viceroy. Rumi-Ñaui has no problem with this, saying:


Prince Ollantay! Incap Ranti!

Thy promotion gives me joy.



As the play concludes, Ollantay mentions that he would still very much like to marry Coyllur.[12] The emperor of course thinks this is a marvelous idea, and so the two are reunited for the first time in ten years and, oddly enough, the first time in the play. Ollantay is the kind of love story where the lovers only actually speak to each other once, at the very end.

And so the play concludes with these words from the emperor:


Thy wife is now in thy arms;

All sorrow now should disappear,

Joy, new born, shall take its place.



Which is the Inca version of “and they all lived happily ever after”.



Ollantay is not a particularly good play. There’s a reason it has only entered the repertoire of Peruvian high school drama. The whole premise that Ollantay is trying to get back to his lover is dropped in Act II and only resurfaces at the very end of the play, almost as an afterthought. None of the characters evolve; Ollantay is the exact same person at the end of the play that he was at the start. And the resolution is comically abrupt. All the foreshadowing, and there is foreshadowing, implies that both Ollantay and Coyllur will end up dead, but instead they end up married and with a ten-year-old daughter. Turns out the priest was wrong! The seed put in the ground that multiplies a hundred fold won’t precipitate a sudden fall after all!

Thematically, Ollantay is not thematic. Ollantay acts virtuously and is rewarded for it. Rumi-Ñaui acts wickedly and is rewarded for it. Coyllur acts…well she doesn’t really act, she just bemoans her fate in Act I and then spends the rest of the play literally hidden behind a stone wall.

And it’s not like Ollantay tells us anything about Incan society that would make it valuable from an anthropological perspective. Valdez may have been adapting a traditional Quechua play, but his own Spanish and Catholic background definitely seeped in. As we’ll see, there’s an ongoing debate as to how much of the play is Quechua and how much is Valdez.[13]

The Same Story

But even if Ollantay is not that valuable from an artistic perspective or an anthropological perspective, it is valuable from a historic perspective.

You may have noticed some similarities between the plot of Ollantay and the story of Túpac Amaru II. By which I mean that it’s beat-for-beat the same story. A powerful local chief despairs of his inability to <marry a princess / lighten the free labor burden>. After consulting with a local priest, he launches an armed rebellion against the imperial authorities in Cuzco from his home base in the mountains, and quickly raises a large army. He easily defeats the initial army sent to capture him, but instead of marching on Cuzco he focuses on building up his own local power base. This proves to be an error, and he loses control of his own army, leading to military defeat and his own capture. He is taken to Cuzco in chains and <forgiven and made viceroy / brutally tortured and executed>.

Pretty much all of the questions surrounding the Túpac Amaru rebellion vanish if you assume that Túpac was not fighting a rebellion but following a script. Why did Túpac not immediately attack Cuzco? Because Ollantay didn’t. Why was he seemingly okay with his army losing its discipline? Because Ollantay was. Why did he put his army in a position to lose? Why was he okay with being taken alive, knowing how the Spanish dealt with rebels? Because Túpac was following the path set by Ollantay:


	
First, declare yourself in rebellion.



	
Second, win a quick and easy victory with the help of stone-throwers.



	
Third, amass a giant army.



	
Fourth, hunker down at your base in the mountains and wait to be defeated by the new army sent from the capital.



	
Fifth, be brought to Cuzco and given authority over all of inner Peru.



	
Finally, use your new authority to improve the lives of all indigenous people and be remembered forever as a great ruler.





He made it all the way to step five before things went awry.

Ollantay was a cognitohazard designed exclusively for José Gabriel Condorcanqui. It led him to embrace his destiny as the liberator of his people, and it led him to believe that he would be vindicated in the end rather than tortured and executed. It led him to make crucial military mistakes. It led one hundred thousand people to their deaths.

The Author

The first time I read Ollantay, I was sure that there was some mistake; that Antonio Valdez had written the play after the rebellion as a way to try and redeem Túpac. A way to recast his story as a romantic tale of heroism and end up with him on top. Maybe he felt bad for his role in the decimation of Peru, and writing (or re-writing) Ollantay was his way of making up for it. But Valdez, and his family, and those priests with those copies, and the Spanish military officers burning down ancient villages, they all said that no this really was the Ollantay that drove José Gabriel to become Túpac Amaru.

So how much should we blame Don Antonio Valdez? Here are the theories I’ve seen of where Valdez’s version came from. All of these theories have their vigorous defenders.


	
Valdez came up with the whole play himself.



	
Valdez took an existing Quechua oral tradition and set it in the form of a Castilian play.



	
Valdez took an existing Quechua drama that had been acted for centuries and wrote it down.



	
Valdez took an existing Quechua drama that had been acted for centuries, changed the ending so as to fit with his more romantic notions, and wrote it down.



	
Valdez found a play that had already been written down in Castilian verse; all he had to do was hire actors to stage it.





It must be reiterated that scholarship on this point is incredibly varied. To quote one article that tries (and fails) to come to any sort of conclusion, “Certain scholars have said that the Ollantay tradition, which exists yet today in Peru, is the source of the play; and others say that the play is the source of the tradition.” Which is to say that yes there are folk stories around Ollantay, and we have no idea whether they spawned the play or the play spawned them.

Some Inca historians maintain that Ollantay must be a 16th-century original. Others put it in the 15th, others claim that Valdez just made it all up himself. An Argentinian claimed that his father was a friend of Valdez and that Valdez didn’t know anything about writing plays. A Peruvian[14] countered that Valdez was the greatest linguist, philosopher, and playwright in all of 18th-century South America. Then there’s the racial component - white Peruvians are more inclined to say that Valdez wrote the whole thing himself, and indigenous Peruvians are more inclined to say that he simply adapted it from the Quechua.

I am left without an opinion as to which sections of Ollantay are a Valdez original. But I’m also convinced that Valdez does not play an innocent role here. In Ollantay, the priest figures heavily in the opening and closing of the play. He begins with a statement of his powers:


’Tis well. Now listen, warlike. Chief:

My science has enabled me,

To learn and see all hidden things

Unknown to other mortal men.

My power will enable me

To make of thee a greater prince.



He goes on to warn Ollantay of the path he will go down if he insists on making trouble with the emperor. It’s a long back-and-forth, but the priest finishes with this flourish:


How oft we mortals heedless drink,

A certain death from golden cup

Recall to mind how ills befall,

And that a stubborn heart’s the cause.



And having failed to convince Ollantay, he departs with the lines:


Be it life, be it death that you find,

I will never forget thee, my son.



And he means it. He stays with the emperor and advises mercy towards Ollantay at every step.

Finally, in the climactic scene when the defeated Ollantay is brought before the emperor, we have this moment:


TÚPAC YUPANQUI:

(to the Uillac Uma).

Pronounce their sentence, great High Priest.

UILLAC UMA:

The light that fills me from the Sun

Brings mercy and pardon to my heart.



It is this sentiment, we are meant to infer, that causes the emperor to show mercy to Ollantay.

Don Antonio Valdez did none of this. He did not attempt to talk down Túpac from his course. He did not go to Cuzco to plead clemency. And when Túpac was captured and brought to Cuzco, when he had his tongue torn out and his limbs tied to horses and his body ripped apart in the plaza, the priest was nowhere to be found. Instead, he was hiding in his parish, hoping nobody would come around asking about a play.

Antonio Valdez lived for another thirty-five years after the brutal suppression of the rebellion and the public execution of his friend. In all the chaos that would subsume Peru as South America broke away from Spain and fell into near-constant civil war, Valdez never made another public appearance. He advised neither San Martín nor Bolívar.

But he did make a copy of his play.

Trying to Make Sense of It All

I have come to a conclusion. It is my firm belief that Ollantay was not created by Don Antonio Valdez. Whether or not Valdez adopted an existing Quechua story is irrelevant; we cannot put the deaths of a hundred thousand people onto the shoulders of a single priest. Ollantay must remain without an author. That is good and right.

Because the best explanation I can offer for the Túpac Amaru rebellion is that José Gabriel Condorcanqui was taken in by something beyond his control. You and I can read or watch Ollantay and be mildly amused for an hour without wanting to go overthrow the Peruvian government. But that’s not because we’re more clever than José, or more rational than José, or more media-savvy than José. It’s because Ollantay wasn’t for us. It was for him.

But maybe something else is for you and for me. Maybe there’s a book out there, or a painting, or a song or a play that is just waiting for you to activate your destiny. Maybe every artwork out there exists for a specific person, and every once in a while the art finds the person and they change the world. Maybe we just have to hope that ours never finds us.

After all, Ollantay is far from the only example of this. Mark David Chapman read Catcher in the Rye and knew he had to kill Lennon. John Hinckley Jr. saw Taxi Driver and knew it was talking about him; knew that Jodie Foster needed somebody to follow the script and shoot the president.

And in 1992, Ronald Ray Howard was pulled over outside of Houston while listening to “Soulja’s Story”, a song with these lyrics:


Only fifteen and got problems

Cops on my tail, so I bail 'til I dodge 'em

They finally pull me over and I laugh

"Remember Rodney King?" And I blast on his punk ass



Howard followed the script.

And when he was arrested and when he was charged with murder of a police officer and when he faced the death penalty and thirteen years later when he sat in the chair and watched the lethal injection cocktail enter into the IV drip, each time he swore that he didn’t want to kill the officer, but that something came over him. He couldn’t control it. It was the song.

That song was written, of course, by Tupac Amaru.


Notes


[1]

I’m relegating a video of an actual performance of Ollantay to this footnote, mainly because I’m reviewing the play in general and not a particular performance. There are quite a few on YouTube, most of pretty similar quality to this one. Performed in Quechua with Spanish subtitles, but English viewers will pretty easily figure out what’s going on. Nothing about this play is subtle.



[2]

22 dead in one particular riot, and a handful of actors’ deaths over the four hundred years since it was written.



[3]

Throughout this review I’ll be alternating between “indigenous”, “Indian”, and “Quechua”, but for our purposes they all mean the same thing.



[4]

Meaning that it was refitted to be in octosyllabic verse, which was a popular style for Spanish theater at the time.



[5]

This is actually not as implausible as it might seem. Túpac Amaru I had a lot of children, and Condorcanqui was wealthy enough that his lineage could be traced back to royalty. And we’re not talking like 2,000 years here - Túpac Amaru I was executed in 1572. This would be akin to a rich Virginian claiming to be a direct descendant of Thomas Jefferson.



[6]

Said uncle was poisoned to death in Madrid. This story has no happy endings.



[7]

This was very much Not True. Túpac had not heard anything from Madrid.



[8]

Later sources claimed that Túpac was too strong for the horses and they failed to execute him this way, ending up cutting his head off instead, but that seems to be a later fabrication meant to impart some divinity onto him. Either way, not a good way to go.



[9]

More well-known for bringing quinine to India and organizing the first British expeditions to reach the South Pole. But he also dabbled as a translator.



[10]

Here I’ll be quoting from Markham’s 1863 English translation. Markham tried to preserve the Castilian style of Valdez, and because he did not speak Quechua his version is an English translation of a Spanish translation. But it’s the best we’ve got.



[11]

For example:

PIQUI CHAQUI.

(jumping up).

I was asleep, my master,

And dreaming of evil things.

OLLANTAY.

Of what?

PIQUI CHAQUI.

Of a fox with a rope round its neck.

OLLANTAY.

Sure enough, thou art the fox.

PIQUI CHAQUI.

It is true that my nose is growing finer,

And my ears a good deal longer.



[12]

She does have her own subplot, which I’ll tell in this footnote. The princess is confined to a prison within a religious order. She gives birth off-screen, and her daughter, who she names Yma Sumac, is raised in the convent to be a consecrated virgin. We then jump forward ten years, as Ollantay builds his kingdom in the mountains. Yma does not know that she is secretly Inca royalty, and she despairs at the life set before her. She also is very interested in learning why there is a crying woman behind the walls at the convent. This plot is resolved when Yma’s friend tells her everything and brings her to her mother. Yma then goes to tell the emperor, completely unaware of the events surrounding Ollantay. The emperor sends Yma to fetch the princess and bring her back to Ollantay. At no point do Yma or Ollantay acknowledge that she is his daughter.

Wait, you say, wouldn’t it make more sense if Ollantay went to go rescue his wife and daughter after being made viceroy? If he had nothing to do with Yma’s discovery of her true parentage, then why did Yma have to wait ten years before peeking behind a wall to find her mother? These are all good questions! The answer is that Ollantay has anticipated the Bechdel test by two hundred years and so is absolutely determined that any time there are two women in a scene together they must 1) have a conservation with each other that 2) is not about a man.



[13]

There’s also a good argument to be made that he changed the original ending, turning it from a tragedy to a triumph. That would explain the presence of this song in Act I, sung by a passing child to Coyllur:

“She wanders forth from stone to stone,

She seeks her mate in vain;

‘My love! my love!’ she makes her moan,

She falls, she dies in pain.”



[14]

Not just a Peruvian, but the Peruvian Minister of Foreign of Affairs.






On Taste


“29 When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the covenant law in his hands, he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the Lord. 30 When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to come near him.”




	Exodus 34:29-30



This is a review of good taste and its evangelists.



What is taste?

Scott recently offered a series of Friendly and Hostile Analogies For Taste, which kicked off a wide-ranging discussion in our little corner of the internet.

Zvi said that of the analogies given, taste is most like grammar. Zac Hill put forward a framework of his own:

[image: ]

Sympathetic Opposition posed an actual definition:


“Good taste is usefully defined as the capacity for deep aesthetic pleasure, and the discernment to judge whether a given thing is capable of inducing deep aesthetic pleasure.”



And, outside of the conversation but in the same general timeframe, Henry Oliver’s thoughts on the subject made the rounds after his post was unpaywalled. His succinct definition:


“Taste is knowledge.”



One can’t help but notice that none of these seem more than tangentially related. Usually, that’s a sign that we aren’t all talking about the same thing.

Is taste in art a separate category? Or is it just like taste in clothes or in men? Is taste an aesthetic judgment, an intellectual judgment, or even a judgment at all? How is good taste different from bad taste different from value-neutral taste? Does taste exist, as a thing in itself, apart from the culture surrounding it?

Surely there must be some through-line we can trace, some central concept at the core. If we’re going to get anywhere at all, we first have to choose where to start.

Perhaps the best place to begin is simply the beginning. Before taste was a metaphor, it was a sense. What if good taste is, at the core, no different from good eyesight or good hearing?



A woman enters a room. In it are a hundred wines, a thousand. She has never heard of wine, never tasted a sip. The woman is given a task: rank these wines by sweetness.

She does so. Perfectly. No matter how fine the distinction, how miniscule the difference, she gets it exactly right.

The test proceeds. Some concepts are easy to describe to a novice - body, acidity. Others - varietals, origin - require some ingenuity to convey. No matter the complexity of the task, she gets the exact right answer. Each and every time, in each and every way that can be measured.

Surely she has good taste. Can we then conclude that taste is perception?



A girl enters a room. In it are a hundred wines, a thousand. She has never heard of wine, never tasted a sip. The girl is given a task: rank these wines by sweetness.

She does so. Terribly. Not just poorly, but incoherently. There is no identifiable logic, no discernable rhyme or reason. She is asked to rank the wines by their other attributes. The result is the same. Or rather, different. Not only do her answers not make sense - they are never the same twice. After a large enough sample size, the analysts conclude that her choices are indistinguishable from a random number generator. Some observers have stopped tallying results and started Googling terms like ‘taste blindness’ and ‘brain damage’.

With the tests nearly at an end, one worker begins carefully packing up the unlabeled bottles. He shakes his head, lamenting all of the truly excellent wine being wasted. What’s next? Feeding Wagyu beef to a wolfh-

“- can I have that one? I think that was my favorite.”



“...Um. I don’t know, actually. I’ll have to ask.”

In the next room, the administrators are incredulous. She chose arguably the single best wine in the entire selection! The worker comes back out.

“Out of curiosity, which was your least favorite?”

“Oh, definitely that one.”

The administrators check the key. A boxed wine. Huh. They start to run a different series of tests. Which of these wines do you like more?

Somehow, the girl manages to make the exact choice that a panel of experts would make. Every time, without fail, she prefers the ‘objectively’ better wine.

Curious, they decide to run the same series of tests on their star subject, She Of The Perfect Perception.

“Which of these do you like better?”

The woman gets the first one “wrong”, but maybe that’s just personal preference. They ask again. And again. And again. Somehow, she manages to choose the worst wine each and every time! She has antitaste.

“These results can’t be real.”



Which of the two has good taste? The woman or the girl?

Let’s pose the question a bit more clearly: when we think of good taste, do we mean someone who is good at tasting things, or someone who likes the taste of things that are good?

Still unsure? Once more, with feeling: would you say that the woman with perfect perception, currently spooning a box of Franzia with her mouth attached to the spigot, has good taste?

I thought not.

When we say that someone has a taste for something, we mean that they like it. It’s actually that simple. Taste is unfaked, authentic enjoyment, independent of social context. From there, it follows that good taste is a taste for things that are good.

Accordingly:

Taste is genuine preference, and good taste is a genuine preference for genuine quality.



You may have noticed an assumption or three there. That’s because we’ve arrived at a definition for the platonic ideal of taste. In the real world, things are a teensy bit more complicated.

One assumption that we have to make is that genuine quality is a real thing that really exists. It would take a separate essay (or book) to fully explore that concept, but for our purposes we can grant that some things are objectively better than other things, insofar as any of those words contain any useful information whatsoever.

Fine distinctions are difficult, controversial, and often deeply personal. But broader distinctions are typically much easier.

You can debate whether LeBron is better than MJ, or Kareem, or perhaps even Kobe or Magic or T-Mac in 2003. But you can’t really argue that Rashad McCants is better than LBJ unless you define ‘better’ in a way that defies common sense.

Similarly, if we acknowledge that some wine is bad, some wine must be good. If someone has poor taste in clothes, or TV, or romantic partners, then there must be someone, somewhere who has good taste in those things.

For reasons that we will address shortly, it’s difficult to assert that any one thing in particular is in good taste. But we don’t have to agree on the specifics to acknowledge the existence of such things as a category.



One of the core problems here is the non-obvious merits of things that are considered in good taste. Chris Stapleton songs and Tarentino movies are obviously great, but that very obviousness largely removes them from the taste conversation. You don’t get points for liking good art if it has mass appeal.

There is a murky sense that good taste demands something from its possessor. To me, this is what Sympathetic Opposition was trying to get at by specifying aesthetic pleasure, as opposed to pleasure in general.

Many things are acquired tastes, in the sense that almost nobody enjoys their first shot of whiskey or puff on a cigar. Yet, after that initial adjustment period, people learn to like and love things that they previously hated.

There is another level beyond this, though. Not all of us who acquire a taste for coffee, the essential food group, have good taste in coffee. I love me a cup of Joe or four, but I actually dislike most of the artisanal coffee that I’ve tried.

Why is that? Is expensive coffee b.s.? Are the people who get excited about trying a new blend lying to themselves or others?

I don’t think so. I think that we want different things from our coffee experience.

I truly enjoy my coffee every morning. But what am I enjoying? The first whiff, the first sip, the slow spread of warmth. Halfway into the cup, I don’t even realize that I’m drinking coffee anymore.

In other words, it is a pleasurable experience that is only tangentially related to the actual coffee itself. I will very much notice if the coffee is bad. But good coffee, by my standard of good, is a stable, repeatable experience of predictable quality. There are no peaks, no valleys. The specific cup of coffee that I’m drinking only matters insofar as it deviates from expectation.

Which is exactly the problem with ‘great’ coffee. It calls attention to itself.

Generally speaking, I want my reaction to my first sip of coffee to be “ahhhhhhh….”, not “Oh.” Coffee that is florid or spicy can be an interesting tasting experience, but interesting is different from comforting or yummy.

SympOpps (SyOp? Symp?) described this process regarding visual art, about “...feeling the difference between paying attention to something and being led away from paying attention to it.” Good visual art (and good art in general) should be “...capable of sustaining the continued, receptive attention that leads to deep pleasure.”

This is not very far away from David MacIver’s Meditations on Taste. In both cases, it is obvious that they are attempting to experience things in a way that most people do not. It seems equally obvious that there is at least a possibility that such meditative practices, sustained over a long enough period of time, could lead people to develop the ability to make distinctions that elude the rest of us.

Returning to the matter at hand, I think we’ve also stumbled into a useful all-purpose definition of genuine quality: that which rewards in proportion to the attention given.

Most things do not hold up well under intense scrutiny. Perhaps the substance doesn’t match the style, or the story we’re given. Many ‘artistic’, ‘creative’ things lose their charm when we see the corporate decision-making behind it. Lots of things that appear innovative to the uninformed are simply the 300th reinvention of the wheel.

There are any number of dimensions through which we can evaluate the quality of something - originality and uniqueness, aesthetic pleasure, bog-standard pleasure, context of the intellectual or artistic or political variety, etc… The more dimensions that something succeeds in, and the greater the level of success in each dimension, the higher the quality.

Some dimensions of quality can’t be evaluated by your Average Joe. This is where Zac’s framework for artistic quality comes in. His first two variables - the mechanics of the medium, and the artist/creator’s facility with those mechanics - are concerned with the quality of the art/object itself. The third variable - the audience’s perceptive ability - is where good taste makes its demands, and the level of demandingness is itself a dimension through which we evaluate quality:

[image: ]

This is why perceptual acuity and knowledge, while not taste itself, are intimately related to the acquisition of good taste.

Outside of a thought experiment, no one’s true taste preferences would consistently align with expert consensus if they are unable to perceive the nuanced and subtle qualities that created the consensus in the first place.

Someone who is colorblind just isn’t going to get as much out of Rothko. If they don’t know that they are colorblind, and that other people are experiencing something different, they might think that his work is overrated.

Henry Oliver says that taste is knowledge, because knowledge enhances perception. Knowing that a difference should exist makes it easier to notice that it’s there. Being able to label and categorize fine distinctions makes it much easier to recognize and remember them. Understanding how things are made, what to look for in evaluating the quality of something, and the ways that people try to hide bad quality can all make it easier to be confident in your assessment. And, as you learn what good quality means, you cultivate a greater appreciation for higher quality that influences your genuine preferences. (More on that later.)

Knowledge is necessary for properly evaluating many aspects of quality, which is why Frank Lantz emphasizes the importance of context in art:


“...the meaning and purpose of an individual work of art is inextricably linked to its context, to the situation within which it was created, to the other works that came before, beside, and after it, and which form a larger conversation of which it is a part.”



If the ability to hold up under sustained attention is the mark of true quality, the depth and breadth of the appreciation derived from this attention is how we differentiate good from great, and great from greatest.

Anyone who has ever been held hostage by a Boomer holding up a Facebook reel understands the importance of context; some things aren’t as funny the 100th time, and other things cease to be funny at all. In this way, context affects our depth of appreciation.

Context also affects our breadth of appreciation, because some things can only be appreciated if they are properly understood. That same Facebook reel was once cutting edge humor, and the innovator does not deserve to be lumped in with the imitators. The reel might also be legitimately funnier if we learned that it was a response to something else, part of a larger conversation that had more dimensions than the video itself indicates.



Henry Oliver also argues forcefully on behalf of knowledge and proper context:


“Many people believe that literature is entertainment, a question of personal enjoyment, and they oppose this to the scholarly view of literature…

The true common reader is not the person who reads Jane Austen in the same manner that they read Agatha Christie or watch television. The true reader wants to see great work for themselves, to know what Jane Austen is in the way that the only way to know a river or a mountain is to go to it. The common reader wants to understand, not just experience.”



This notion that there is a correct way to enjoy art seems intuitive. Or, at least, the idea that there are _in_correct ways to enjoy art. The sticking point is that nobody appears to agree on which is which.

What is the right way? Is it simply the aesthetic approach, like Sympathetic Opposition described? Or is it situating a work in its proper context? Aren’t these somewhat unrelated, if not actively at odds on occasion?

Scott addressed this in his response to Frank Lantz (#29):


“He says art should be viewed in the context of when it was created and what it was trying to say to that era in particular. I might respond to this at more length later, but my snap troll response is that this kind of contradicts the preceding [SympOp in #28], doesn’t it? If you read the Iliad, it either speaks to you and transforms your soul, or it doesn’t. Nobody says “I just finished the Iliad - give me a second to check whether it was novel for its time or not, so I can decide whether my soul should be transformed.” Or maybe they do - is this the point of Pierre Menard, Author Of The Quixote?”



The story Scott references is difficult to summarize concisely - it’s eight pages long, maybe just go ahead and read it. (The Wikipedia entry notes that “Borges wrote the story while recovering from a head injury”, which sounds about right.) The general conceit is that it praises a fictional author’s attempt to recreate Don Quixote word-for-word, peaking at this comparison of the prosaic prose of Cervantes vs. that of the enlightened Menard:

[image: ]Now that is satire.

On the surface, this is a shot at critics who invent meanings out of thin air based on preexisting notions regarding the text and the author. Which, of course, it is. But, as the Wiki entry mentions, this story is best understood alongside another Borges short story, The Library of Babel. Actually, really go read that Wiki summary - they crushed it:


“In a pattern analogous to the infinite monkey theorem, all texts are reproduced in a vast library only because complete randomness eventually reproduces all possible combinations of letters.”



In other words, the library contains every masterpiece and prophecy that could ever be written, but they are hidden in an endless sea of random nonsense.

These two thought experiments bookend the context debate: Pierre Menard interprets texts entirely through the lens of the author, while The Library of Babel removes authorship entirely.

Taken together, both stories anticipated the mid-century debates over the proper way to engage with a work of art. Barthes’ 1967 essay The Death of the Author made explicit the flaws of author-centric interpretations:


“...the image of literature to be found in contemporary culture is tyrannically centered on the author, his person, his history, his tastes, his passions; criticism still consists, most of the time, in saying that Baudelaire's work is the failure of the man Baudelaire, Van Gogh's work his madness, Tchaikovsky's his vice: the explanation of the work is always sought in the man who has produced it, as if, through the more or less transparent allegory of fiction, it was always finally the voice of one and the same person, the author, which delivered his ‘confidence.’”



Barthes’ solution was to remove the author from the equation:


“The reader has never been the concern of classical criticism; for it, there is no other man in literature but the one who writes. We are now beginning to be the dupes no longer of such antiphrases, by which our society proudly champions precisely what it dismisses, ignores, smothers or destroys; we know that to restore to writing its future, we must reverse its myth: the birth of the reader must be ransomed by the death of the Author.”



And yet, that makes the ‘ideal’ reading - the reader’s response to a work, rather than an interpretation of intention - the scenario that Borges described in The Library of Babel. If we have only a text, then what do we have, really? How is that approach to reading a book or a poem any different from finding shapes in the clouds?

That takeaway, coupled with Borges’ obviously satirical tone that mocked both the fictional Pierre Menard and the fictional 'author' praising Menard at the expense of Cervantes, showcased the absurdity of people taking a 'reading the tea leaves' approach to real works written by real humans. Referencing Scott referencing Borges in reference to Frank’s point, this is why the actual context of the author’s intent matters.

Yet, as Foucault asked in his (perceived) response to Barthes’ essay: What Is An Author?


“It is a very familiar thesis that the task of criticism is not to bring out the work's relationships with the author, nor to reconstruct through the text a thought or experience, but rather to analyze the work through its structure, its architecture, its intrinsic form, and the play of its internal relationships. At this point, however, a problem arises: What is a work? What is this curious unity which we designate as a work? Of what elements is it composed? Is it not what an author has written? Difficulties appear immediately.”



The intent of ‘killing’ the author (i.e., external context) is to direct the focus to the work itself. Foucault points out that, counterintuitively, such attempts to remove the author from the equation end up reinforcing the need for interpretation and commentary:


“We are content to efface the more visible marks of the author's empiricity by playing off, one against the other, two ways of characterizing writing, namely, the critical and the religious approaches…To admit that writing is, because of the very history that it made possible, subject to the test of oblivion and repression, seems to represent, in transcendental terms, the religious principle of the hidden meaning (which requires interpretation) and the critical principle of implicit significations, silent determinations, and obscured contents (which give rise to commentary).”



If you stroked out trying to parse that, I don’t blame you. What Foucault is trying to say is that eliminating external considerations does not leave us with a pure ‘work’ that can be read solely on its own terms. And, ironically, the death of the author still leaves a ghost that naturally fills the void of meaning left behind:


“First of all, we can say that today's writing has freed itself from the theme of expression. Referring only to itself, but without being restricted to the confines of its interiority, writing is identified with its own unfolded exteriority. This means that it is an interplay of signs arranged less according to its signified content than according to the very nature of the signifier.”



If we can’t approach a work in isolation or in context, what is even left for us to do? Susan Sontag attempted an answer in Against Interpretation:


“Once upon a time (say, for Dante), it must have been a revolutionary and creative move to design works of art so that they might be experienced on several levels. Now it is not. It reinforces the principle of redundancy that is the principal affliction of modern life.

Once upon a time (a time when high art was scarce), it must have been a revolutionary and creative move to interpret works of art. Now it is not. What we decidedly do not need now is further to assimilate Art into Thought, or (worse yet) Art into Culture.

Interpretation takes the sensory experience of the work of art for granted, and proceeds from there. This cannot be taken for granted, now.”



She recommends that we leave aside interpretation altogether:


“What is important now is to recover our senses. We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.

Our task is not to find the maximum amount of content in a work of art, much less to squeeze more content out of the work than is already there. Our task is to cut back content so that we can see the thing at all…

In place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.”



Wait - are we back at square one?



Earlier, I said that “... as you learn what good quality means, you cultivate a greater appreciation for higher quality that influences your genuine preferences.” This self-fulling element of gaining good taste complicates the entire notion.

The problem with genuine preference as the defining characteristic of taste is that pesky adjective.

Becoming an expert is a lot of hard work. Why go through all that trouble when you can just copy their answers and get the same grade on the test? Goodhart’s law strikes again.

We haven’t yet figured out how to objectively measure authenticity. Scott touched on the need for this with his (Betteridge’s law compliant) article Is Wine Fake?:


“Wine is not fake. Wine experts aren’t fake either, but they believe some strange things, are far from infallible, and need challenges and blinded trials to be kept honest. How far beyond wine you want to apply this is left as an exercise for the reader.”



That works fine for wine, because the physical sense of taste is one of the more straightforward things to evaluate - blind taste tests are pretty good at weeding out the poseurs. But what about taste in everything else?

Scott’s AI Art Turing Test evaluated our ability to differentiate between human art and AI-generated images. The results showed that most of us suck, but some people don’t. We know exactly who those people are, because that test had an objectively correct answer key. For most of human history, such a thing didn’t exist.

Suppose we made a similar test, but all of the works are made by humans. Your job is to rank the works by quality and artistic merit.

Presumably, the people who did well on the AI art test would have meaningful things to say on the all-human test. If a significant portion of that group disagreed with popular opinion, I think most of us would defer to their demonstrated expertise.

But what about if we didn’t know who those people are, or the objective standard of the AI art test didn’t exist? What would happen then?

Most likely, a whole bunch of arguing. Possibly some name-calling.



If you’ll recall, this essay is not just a review of taste. It’s also a review of evangelists of good taste - those who claim to possess it, and advocate that other people should try to acquire it as well.

It seems somewhat problematic that the experts can’t even come to an agreement on how to appreciate good art or good craftsmanship, much less which things deserve that label.

Should we work hard to learn the ropes? Or is the acquisition of knowledge and context, the insistence on proper interpretation, a barrier to direct engagement and a sensory experience of aesthetics?

Enter the layman’s dilemma: how are non-experts supposed to form opinions on subjects that only experts can understand? How should I engage with wine or paintings or classic literature? Can I even engage with it on the level necessary for true appreciation?

Ideally, we would solve the layman’s dilemma by relying on the expert consensus. But this assumes a) that there is a consensus, and b) that the experts aren’t full of shit.

Maybe the experts reach a consensus, not because of the superiority of one side’s argument, but because one side was better at the meta skills involved in wrangling a consensus.

Or maybe the losing side is just saying that because they lost. They would say that, wouldn’t they?

How on God’s green earth are us normies supposed to know what to believe, when we don’t have the expertise or ability to judge things for ourselves?

This is part of the reason why we defend institutional norms so vehemently. It’s also part of the reason why societies decline. We want honest journalism from our newspapers, unbiased rulings from our judges, decisions from our politicians and regulatory bodies that benefit the public as a whole. Opposing those high ideals are every perverse incentive known to man. Over a long enough time frame, the ideals always lose, because they are an added constraint. The unscrupulous can always do the right thing when it suits their interests. Those with scruples are hampered in every instance where doing the right thing is the suboptimal choice. Something something entropy.

That’s not even the whole problem, either. Things get messy even when everyone involved is acting with good intentions.

With normal institutions, there can be competing values, goals, and visions of success that divide experts. With art specifically, things can get even weirder. The drive to innovate, the mixture of art with politics and philosophy and religion and lifestyles, the question of form vs function vs content… We’ve ended up in a lot of weird places over the millenia, and sometimes we look back and have questions.

High fashion is probably the best modern example:

[image: ]Are we sure this is worth doing?

It’s bad form to criticize things you don’t understand, which is why this isn’t necessarily a critique. High fashion is just the easiest example of elite taste diverging from the norm to the point that it no longer feels relevant to the rest of us.

Scott covered the architecture version of this in his review of From Bauhaus To Our House, which traces the development of modern architecture into something almost actively hostile to ordinary humans.

The relationship between layman and expert is predicated on trust. Trust that the expert is, in fact, an expert. But also trust that if only we had the same expertise, we would think the same way.

For the layman, good taste is a matter of faith.



It is at this point, alas, that we must talk about Girard in 2025.

For the three people living under an internet rock who haven’t heard of him by now, here’s a quick down n’ dirty:


	Girard created a model for how we develop desire. Some of our lizard brain desires are inherent - the desire for food, sex, etc… Everything that isn’t hardcoded into us is acquired by mimicking others. We learn to want things because we see that other people want them. Girard called this mimesis.

	This creates a three-part model of desire: the person who desires something, the object that is desired, and the model through which the desire was acquired.



For our purposes here, I will call desire for the object itself genuine desire, and desire acquired via model mimetic desire.

(Although these terms are value-laden, it’s worth noting that you cannot escape mimesis. The preference for “genuine” desire over mimetic desire is itself a product of mimetic desire.)

This difference matters, because it’s the difference between wanting something, and wanting to be like the people who want it.



In the purest form, a person with excellent taste is the perfect consumer of the product made by the master. They are the follower dancing with the world's best lead, the true audience of the maestro.

Every masterpiece needs an aficionado to appreciate it. You have to have expectations before they can be violated or surpassed.

Although expert producers generally make the best consumers, that’s not necessarily the case. You don’t have to be a master chef to be a gourmet.

Insofar as your expertise is for personal enjoyment, you are an aficionado. As it applies to offering an opinion to others, you are a critic. For now, we’ll treat both as one category, and simply observe that the corruptions that affect the pureness of expert production apply at least as much here.

Expert consumption is its own sort of status, if inherently lesser. Being one of the few to truly get a great work of art is a demonstration of capacity in and of itself. This allows expert consumers to absorb some reflected glory, which can occasionally allow critics or commentators to rival the objects of their attention in fame and influence.

As always, making things is much harder than consuming them. The ease with which someone can mimic taste makes status hierarchies built on consumption much more volatile and vulnerable to signaling and countersignaling. The only thing it costs me to say that I like the latest thing is whatever effort I expended to know what the latest thing is.

In the age of the internet, that’s not too difficult. A few hundred years ago, having good taste was expensive, which made appreciation of the fine arts a mark of status. It showed good breeding, that someone was classy and sophisticated.

This additional mimetic layer is important.

A fair number of people authentically care about wine, or opera, or sculpture, developing good taste in those areas as a result. Due to simple economics, some number of people will feel driven to develop taste in those areas for non-taste reasons (e.g. a good job, a business opportunity, etc…).

Way way way more people care about appearing cool or upper class, and all of those people want taste for non-taste reasons.



The supposed classiness of good taste can be eye-roll inducing, the merits debateable. And yet, almost all of us appreciate a good snob. There is something admirable in an unapologetic assertion of superiority, particularly if it’s done with competence, charm, and impeccable credentials.

The hatred for snobbishness is well-earned, but that’s because most snobs can’t pull it off. The number of people who want to be an Oscar Wilde or Anna Wintour vastly exceeds both the demand and the supply.

Snobbishness is, strangely, the opposite of the spirit of ‘doing things for their own sake’, while also being its primary enforcer. The snob evaluates everything through the lens of what it says about you, and judges the rest of us accordingly. But when the person on the receiving end of the snob’s judgment capitulates, they don’t get the reprieve or respect they had hoped for. Why? Because the snob believes in doing things for their own sake, too. Or, at least, doing them for a reason that isn’t, “I was bullied into it.”

We reached a logical endpoint when hipsters detached snobbishness from class and status.

I am actually sympathetic to much of what hipsterdom attempted to be. What’s wrong with liking things deeply? With liking them for your own reasons, or declaring them good on your own authority? It is, in some ways, so very close to what taste should be.

Where did it all go wrong?

The stereotypical hipster valued the fish they caught for themselves over the fish served up with Michelin stars. Up to a point, that is a valuable perspective. But if you appear to be implying that the fish you caught and cooked is actually better than the dish prepared by a master chef, or that catching your own fish makes you better than the person who decides they prefer the fish from the best restaurant in town…

Fair or not, the idea of the hipster became inextricably intertwined with constructing your identity around your taste. You weren’t just the guy who was into craft beer, you were the Craft Beer Guy. In other words, the literal definition of liking things based on what you thought they said about you.

Once people suspect you of liking things for inauthentic reasons, it becomes impossible for them to truly believe you. And if your whole identity is built around the things you like… well, not many hipsters around in 2025.



Everyone who isn’t being deliberately difficult admits that good taste exists. But it’s also true that some arbiters of taste are huffing their own farts and inviting you to savor the smell.

The layman must be open to the reality of taste, which requires a humble admission of ignorance. But the expert is the one who knows how to sort the wheat from chaff. Those who know the difference are tasked with explaining it. If they want to be successful, they need to do so in a way that meets the layman where he is at.

What we’ve got here is failure to communicate.

How does someone with good taste convince a layman of its reality? There are two approaches:


Notes


[1]

Appeal directly, in terms of what it’s like to have good taste



[2]

Appeal indirectly, in terms of what it’s like to be a person with good taste, or why it’s bad to have bad taste, or basically anything that isn’t a direct appeal

The direct approach is that of the superfan. “I love this, and you’ll love this too, I promise!”

How does the superfan make his case persuasive? He needs to:






Orgy Review - Red Means No

I. Introduction

This review will assume you are somewhat familiar with sex parties/orgies and have seen at least the basic pitch for RMN parties. So you already know that at a typical orgy the median attendee doesn’t have sex, and the majority that do have sex only do so with the partner(s) they came with. You’re also aware that an RMN orgy averages 5+ sexual interactions per person, making it a breakthrough in modern orgy technology. Sounds great on paper, but what is it actually like to go to one of these? First disclaimers:

These are recollections of my personal experience. I’m unaffiliated with RMN and none of this is endorsed by them or reflects any position that RMN may hold.

Ladies - unfortunately this review will be less insightful for you, I can only speak from my experience as a guy. Maybe in the full-morphological-freedom future I’ll write up a review from the other side. :)

For the rest of this review I’ll often refer to “Predators” and “Prey.” RMN is an asymmetrical co-op game. The side playing defense is known as Prey, the side playing offense is Predators. While not exclusively so, Predators are overwhelmingly male, and Prey female.

OK, so.

One of the core insights of RMN parties is that the social pressures enforcing female mate selection is what stymies standard orgies. A huge amount of effort goes into making RMN a place where it’s safe for Prey to give up mate selection, and for the Predators to believe this is real. The STI tests and safety procedures and paperwork are just the beginning. The real work starts weeks ahead of the event.

II. Pre-pre-game: The Discord

A few weeks beforehand a one-time private Discord channel is created for attendees of the upcoming event. This allows for logistics coordination, but more importantly it is an opportunity for the Predators and Prey to flirt, joke, and taunt each other. Veteran members may exchange war stories. Some prey will share excited anticipation or what they’re hoping for. The banter here reinforces that the prey are very on board for what’s going to be done to them. I recommend lurking at the very least, it will reduce some of the ever-ratcheting tension you’ll feel as the day draws closer.

The Predators and Prey also have private channels just for their team members. I don’t know what the Prey get up to–probably something really shameful they should be punished for. >:) But in addition to private not-for-girls jokes, the Predator channel is a great resource. A specific scene that a Predator is interested in may be planned here (or several). New Predators can have their questions about what to do (or expect) answered here. Many Predators will be knowledgeable about specific Prey, either from being in relationships with them or just lots of prior play, and can give advice on how to subdue individual Prey and what they enjoy.

The Discord starts slow, and grows in activity as the day draws closer. Read it actively, and don’t be afraid to ask questions or add a joke or taunt if you have a good one.

III. Study Hall: The Dossier

Every participant submits a form along with their STI results, which creates a dossier page all participants will see. For the Predators this is just a picture, name, HSV status, and maybe a few lines of flavor text. The Prey don’t need to know much about the Predators because they don’t have much choice in what’s going to happen anyway. The Prey form, however, is extensive. Importantly it notes what (if anything) from the default consent list an individual Prey is opting out of (i.e., no oral or stay away from the nipples). Another section lists any non-default stuff they are opting into (i.e., clothing destruction or anal). There can be further notes with clarification, requests, and after-care advice. With over a dozen prey at the event these add up fast.

On the one hand, this is great. More knowledge is more reassurance. On the other hand, it’s so much! You should go over the full dossier at least three times on three different days before you go. And then also take notes with you. Because once you are at the event and there’s tits everywhere and asses in the air it’s hard to remember just what’s in and what’s out.

There are two major saving graces here. The first is that participants wear badges on their person that list vital info (including opt-outs and opt-ins). You can check a badge at any time, and should. The second is that the default opt-in list allows for a really fantastic time. It’s not too much work to identify the Prey that have opted out of the default acts you’re into and memorizing that, because it still leaves you with soooo much to do. Then, if you want to do more intense scenes or specific acts, you can find a Prey in the dossier that matches those desires and plan to go after them. In between those scenes you can fall back on standard forced-oral/PIV with whoever (again, excepting the opt-outs you memorized and/or double-checking badges. Tracking the Prey’s opt-outs IS your job).

If you go to more than one party this gets easier, as you get to know people. Admittedly that doesn’t help you your first time. Take notes, it’s worth it.

IV. Pre-game: The Mixer

The evening before the event there’s an open mixer at a local pub. Just gather and chat, maybe have a drink. I very highly recommend going! It really gives you a vibe for the Prey and a sense for who your subconscious is drawn towards. Pictures and text are one thing, but there’s nothing like being next to someone and feeling how your body reacts to their presence. Also, crucially, it really hammers home that these ladies absolutely do want this to happen to them. Despite the forms and the Discord, nothing is half as convincing as a laughing woman thrumming with excitement across from you. It’ll probably facilitate at least one scene for you the next day. Making a human contact with tomorrow’s Prey significantly lessens the terror inherent to walking into an orgy group as the new guy.

Speaking of being the new guy–chat to the guys at the mixer as well. These will be your brothers-in-arms. Some of the Prey struggle a lot (more on this later), and require more than one Predator to take down and hold still enough to fuck. Get to know some of the dudes here and build goodwill. Everyone wants this to succeed, and you’re a part of that team. It works better if you’ve already exchanged some words and taken just a bit of each other’s measure.

The mixer also allows you to put faces to names in a much more solid way than the Dossier. Seriously, don’t miss it if you have any say in the matter. Get an earlier flight if you have to.

V. Day of: Entrance

Don’t be even slightly late. Seriously. Make sure you are familiar with the default consents and responsibilities. Review the dossier one last time.

VI. Opening Ceremonies: Who Goes There? and On Trust

Usually the Prey sequester in the 30-45 minutes before the official event kick-off to primp and prepare. All the Predators mingle while we wait as an occasional Prey flitters through in half-undress. What kind of people come to these things, you may ask?

At a recent RMN where the costume theme was religious-cult-inspired one member attended with a small wood crucifix he’d found lying on the street the day before. As we waited for the Prey to finish their costuming & make-up he told the tale of its acquisition and the serendipity of finding such an authentic costume accessory just in time. This started a conversation on whether this would violate the original owner’s preferences, and if that mattered, and what their meta-preferences would be when considering that they believe in an omniscient god that had presumably guided the crucifix to be in exactly the right spot to end up here, and whether speculating on the meta-preferences of a stranger was too self-serving and could be turned on us in the reverse case.

So, basically, huge nerds. If you’re familiar with kink this isn’t a surprise. :) A large majority of attendees are nerdy and overly analytic, and all of them are quite friendly. These are people I would want to hang out with even if we weren’t about to bang a bunch of ladies for several hours.

When the Prey are ready they return as a solid group, and they may put on a small production to get everyone’s attention. Then we all sit down for opening circle. At this point the responsibilities and default consents are gone over again. The default safe word & gesture is reiterated. Everyone then practices ignoring someone’s “No!” for a while, and then desisting immediately upon hearing “Red.” Then we do it again. In addition to reminding everyone again that Red means No, it builds some trust that the Prey will indeed say Red when they want something to stop.

Because ultimately, trust is what this entire thing runs on. Of course the Prey have to have a lot of trust in the Predators, but as I said near the top I can’t speak much of the Prey experience. As a guy, though, not crossing a woman’s boundaries is one of the most important lessons society drills into you. Making sure she’s happy about everything that happens is your most important job, and messing that up can mean anything from a reputation that damages every interaction and opportunity you’ll encounter for years to permanent exile from everyone you know and care about. There are deep layers of behaviors learned to navigate this, and RMN asks you to just suspend many of them for the course of a night. This can’t be done.

For example: The room where the Prey prepare in the minutes leading up to the event is part of the play zone once the party starts. Prey can (and sometimes are) dragged into this room to be ravaged. But on one occasion a few Prey were hanging out in the room chatting, a Predator turned the corner, saw them inside, and said “Oops, sorry” and left. The Prey found this funny in the context of the party. One doesn’t apologize for walking in on Prey at an RMN party! But the Predator had simply had his Woman’s Sacred Space detector triggered and reacted instinctively. Seeing several women chatting in a semi-private area in what had been the place they’d all gathered to dress and put on make-up beforehand is as perfect a pattern-match to Sacred Woman Area as you can get short of a sign on the door. Not only is the reaction instinctive, but overriding that instinct may not be possible for his autonomous system. You can walk into the room and grab someone’s ass or pull them to the bed, but you can’t make your dick get hard when it’s telling you to GTFO. That takes trust.

So the constant reiteration that the women really DO want this, and if there is ever anything happening to them that they don’t want to be happening they’ll speak up and stop it, is incredibly important. I’ve participated in several scenes where the only thing keeping me going was trust that the woman was a grown-ass adult that knew what she wanted and knew how to use her words and I could stop trying to second-guess everything. It’s a trust that comes easier as you go to more parties. The first one is a leap of faith. Fortunately you don’t have to jump alone.

VII. The Festivities Commence - Embodiment, and Self-Discovery

RMN is ever-evolving, so this may not always be the case, but at recent events the party begins as a mostly-normal mixer for some minutes, then upon a signal transitions to normal party except the Prey can be groped and fondled at will. Not long after that it transitions to its final form, where any Prey can be stripped, hauled away, pulled to a soft surface, tied up, and/or forced to take dicks, in whatever combinations the Predators like. When phrased like that it sounds amazing, like some sort of sex paradise. Reality is more complicated (but, potentially, also amazing! We’ll get to that.)

People talk a lot about “embodiment” nowadays. But never in your life will you come to truly understand what that means like you do when you’re in the middle of the world’s best IRL porn and your body is in full rebellion against your mind. One of my most “wtf is wrong with me” moments was at my first RMN walking past one girl going down on another, with her ass up in the air in what is the most blatant “come fuck me” position possible at one of these parties. Pretty girl, great ass, ripe for the taking. And my dick just would not do anything, despite this being a classic literal porn setup. But hey, I didn’t know either of these girls at all. In every other place in the world this would be a “don’t interfere” situation. The girls are having fun, you’re obviously not needed. Despite me knowing that this isn’t the case here, my body doesn’t know that. It doesn’t believe it. I can force myself to take almost any voluntary action, but my dick is the absolute barometer of embodied knowledge, and it is not fooled by mere words. A few minutes later, when I see the lady I was having a great time chatting with at the previous day’s mixer, my dick is all in. That belief of “she wants this” is embodied. The previous one was not.

Fortunately RMN attendees are the best people in the world. Per above, Predators are nerdy and friendly. The Prey are equally fantastic. They know that this is a high-pressure environment, and that the Predators are doing things that all of society has trained them are awful things that’ll get you de-personed. And that many of the subconscious cues women throw out that signal “I’m interested, come here” are not only missing, but are sometimes instead screaming “OMG NO STOP AUGH,” and this can be stressful. The Prey are extremely understanding of Temporary Dick Outages and super sweet about it. Don’t make it a big deal and it isn’t a big deal. Maybe you can come back later, as there’s still lots to do during a Temporary Dick Outage. You see…

Prey come on a spectrum. On the pliable end they want to be stripped of agency and are happy to be used like toys. On the opposite end they want to be forced into sex by rampaging dick-monsters and will fight like goddamned demons to keep anyone but dick-monsters away. I don’t know if you’ve tried to get your dick inside someone who is struggling with all her power to keep you out without doing permanent damage, but it’s not easy. There are four flailing limbs and teeth involved, and you only have two hands. In addition, when doing serious wrestling your body transfers blood to muscles and generally shuts down recreational functions. When there is a seriously bloody-minded Prey being tossed down, it can easily require multiple men to hold her in place and open while one not involved in the struggle does the actual penetration.

This is an ideal use of Temporary Dick Outage time. You are helping to fulfill the fantasies of Prey and you don’t even need to be hard to do it! At the same time you’re participating in a team sport with other guys. It is surprisingly bonding to coordinate wrestling activities with your buds in pursuit of multiple railings on a target. You get to watch them being violated and feel them writhing as they’re pounded. In time you may even get back in the groove and take a turn yourself, which is ideal, though doesn’t always happen. Even when it doesn’t it’s fun to participate, and depending on the scene you may all get to hang for a while afterwards and chat and bond a bit.

As you join in scenes or move from room to room, try to let your body take the lead. Listen to your dick, the deep-down hidden dick inside you, not the mask-dick you think you should have. This is the most fertile environment possible for learning about what your inner dick really wants and it would be a shame to waste it. There are a wide range of body types across many axes. There are a vast smorgasbord of personalities. Try out a few things. Does your dick shrug at one girl but surge upright for another and you can’t tell why? Start noticing. Stop thinking in shoulds and let the force be your guide. If you’re drawn to something, follow it. You may find some very surprising things.

Or you may just want a snack. Bodies are weird.

If you’re very lucky, though, you may just hit a groove. Maybe you’ll be walking through a room and see a girl sitting chatting, and something in your dick says “fuck it, I want that one” and you’ll just walk over and put your dick in her mouth mid-sentence because if there’s one place in the entire world where that is the optimal move it’s this place. Turns out it was indeed a great move, the Prey really are here for exactly this treatment. You just had to believe them, and now this positive reinforcement is making your body finally believe them. You take her to the floor and plow her for a good long while, and when you’re done you aren’t fully You anymore. Because normally You are your Thoughts and your Priors and your Anticipated Experience, but right now those things are taking a backseat, and the new “You” is Instincts and Drives and Desires. And you see another girl you like and you move to take her without fully thinking about it, you just do what feels right, and she comes right down too. When you get up later and get some drinks and hydration your dick is still in the zone. For the next few hours Traditional-You is riding semi-detached, a supervisor role managing things here and there, but mostly hands-free as Embodied-You is finally free to roam. Moving to the snack table to munch, or kneeling down behind a lady on her hands and knees as you strap on another condom. Some cuddling for a bit. Standing to stretch, chatting with a girl, then pushing her down and spreading her legs wide. For hours there isn’t doubt or shame or expectation. Just exploration and deep temporary entanglement, hormones and instincts. It’s beyond normal existence, without stepping all the way into the psychedelic. A transcendence of vulgar reality that you can only find in union with others seeking this way. It’s fantastic.

It doesn’t happen every time.

VIII. The Festivities Continue - Chatting

These parties go for six hours at a minimum, eight hours isn’t unheard of. They are sober parties. There’s a lot going on, and you will not be able to retain a single emotional state throughout. You cannot fuck that many hours. Take breaks, and hydrate. Chat.

During this downtime maybe we cover some questions that someone who’s never been to a party might ask.

What’s the venue like? Well, I’ve only been to a few. But the ones I’ve been to have been in large, gorgeous multi-floor houses. Very aesthetically pleasing, with plenty of food platters in the kitchen, lots of mattresses laid out on the floors of the large common rooms, and at least a couple bedrooms available. There are condoms and lube available in every room, but I’d bring my own anyway just to be sure (and to get custom sizing, it really makes a difference!).

There’s no play allowed in the kitchen or bathrooms. Most of the action happens in the large common rooms, usually one on each floor. This raises an interesting point! Earlier I mentioned the spectrum of Prey. The Prey that strongly prefer being violently held down and penetrated as they struggle and rage bring a different energy to a room than those that want to be passed around like fuck toys. Nowadays the heavy-fighting occurs in the downstairs floor of a venue, and the free-use is in the upstairs floor. Most of the Prey aren’t at either extreme, so they often float between the floors. This also means you see non-CNC scenes downstairs, and some occasional struggle-scuffles upstairs. But the downstairs is mostly where the heavy play is. You cannot drag Prey between floors.

The common rooms are big enough for quite a few concurrent scenes, and it’s common to see two going at once in each room, sometimes four or more.

The Prey mostly range from late 20s to late 30s, but the full age spread is across decades. The Predators are slightly older than Prey on average, and also have more variance in age. They lean towards more fit (it’s 6+ hours of this, c’mon), but again there’s a wide spread.

If you have access to Viagra or Cialis, absolutely make use of that. Coming to an RMN is scary and a lot of pressure your first time (and second, and third, and etc, but less each time) and every little boost helps. Speaking of which, make sure you get plenty of rest in the days beforehand. And is carb-loading a real thing? Maybe do that, if it is.

There are a few things to shackle Prey to downstairs. Someone always brings impact toys. There are a few vibrators and Hitachi wands around, but it doesn’t hurt to bring your own. Sometimes there is a Sybian.

There are a few new people at every party, yes. Not everyone can come back, not everyone wants to go to every party, and bringing the experience to new people is a joy in its own right. It’s wonderful to watch someone experience something like this for the first time. :)

Good to go? Alright, let’s get back in there.

IX. All Good Things Come To An End

Eventually the party wraps up. All bodies have their limits! We all gather in the main room again for closing circle. First things first - who won the game?

Did I not mention the game? Well, you don’t have to participate to have fun, obviously. But each RMN party includes a party-wide sex game. The Predators can score points by sexing Prey of multiple randomly-distributed classes, which encourages play with more Prey and gives excuses or motivation to go further afield than one might otherwise. Prey can remove points by pressing three very conspicuous buttons simultaneously, which opens them up to being tackled and subsequently ravaged when they attempt to press them. If the Predators get to a certain point total they win, otherwise the Prey win. Winning side gets cupcakes, and eternal glory. It’s fun and a great way to cap the event.

Then we wind down by spontaneous sharing any highlights, thanking the organizers, taking a group photo (if you want! Plenty of people opt to not be in the photo) and all finding our clothes and making our way out. Some folks will stay a little bit and chat to unwind. It’s easier to chat when the pressure’s off. The event is over and it went well and everyone is a little bit high on the endorphins. You will almost certainly make some friends. It would be hard not to, after something like this.

The organizers send out a survey after the party in an eternal quest to know more things and make the next party better. Like I said, these parties attract the best people in the world. The organizers are the reason for this, and they never stop proving it.

The Discord stays active for a couple weeks after, so people can chat about the night and remain in contact for a while longer. Going cold turkey after something like this would be cruel. Stories are exchanged, and sometimes contact info as people vow to remain in touch. More than a few dates have blossomed in the wake of RMN parties, and several have continued on into longer relationships. The platonic friendships that are born of these aren’t to be ignored either. Creating a shared experience as extraordinary as this one will forge interesting bonds with your fellows. The most fascinating part is seeing which ones you feel closest to afterwards, and then trying to figure out exactly why. Is it all hormones? Subconscious vibes? Something your inner-bro picked up on that isn’t legible to your verbal mind?

Well, there’s only one way to find out. Come back for another one, gather more data, and compare results. And if we happen to have a fantastic, gut-wrenching, ego-slipping experience and somehow make even more friends along the way, maybe that’s OK too. Maybe it’s what we were secretly after the whole time. Maybe it’s even starting to feel like home.




Participation In Phase I Clinical Trials

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

If you’ve been following this blog for long, you probably know at least a bit about pharmaceutical research. You might know a bit about the sort of subtle measures pharmaceutical companies take to influence doctors’ prescribing habits, or how it takes billions of dollars on average to bring a new medication to market, or something about the perverse incentives which determine the FDA’s standards for accepting or rejecting a new drug. You might have some idea what kinds of hoops a company has to jump through to conduct actual research which meets legal guidelines for patient safety and autonomy.

You may be less familiar though, with how the sausage is actually made. How do pharmaceutical companies actually go through the process of testing a drug on human participants?

I’m going to be focusing here on a research subject’s view of what are known as Phase I clinical trials, the stage in which prospective drugs are tested for safety and tolerability. This is where researchers aim to answer questions like “Does this drug have any dangerous side effects?” “Through what pathways is it removed from a patient’s body?” and “Can we actually give people enough of this drug that it’s useful for anything?” This comes before the stage where researchers test how good a drug is at actually treating any sort of disease, when patients who’re suffering from the target ailments are given the option receive it as an experimental treatment. In Phase I clinical trials, the participants are healthy volunteers who’re participating in research for money. There are almost no cases in which volunteer participation is driven by motivations other than money, because the attitudes between research participants and clinicians overwhelmingly tend to be characterized by mutual guarded distrust. This distrust is baked into the process, both on a cultural level among the participants, and by the clinics’ own incentives.

All of what follows is drawn from my own experiences, and experiences that other participants in clinical pharmaceutical research have shared with me, because for reasons which should become clear over the course of this review, research which systematically explores the behaviors and motives of clinical research participants is generally not feasible to conduct.

Part 1: What is participating in a clinical study actually like?

You start by looking up the studies available at a particular site. This may involve browsing their website for offerings, or it may involve simply calling up the clinic and asking what’s currently available. Because many research clinics do not actually bother to keep their websites up-to-date, participants are incentivized to do the latter, which applies an asshole filter to clinics’ participant populations. This will be relevant later.

The clinic representative or website will tell you how much the available studies pay and how long you’ll have to stay at the clinic. They usually will not tell you the intended purpose of the study drug; that comes during the phone screening, where they run through a laundry list of exclusion criteria (do you have an appropriate BMI to participate in the study? Do you have any relatives who work at the clinic? Do you have a history of any sort of disease which might appear in your bloodwork? Etc.) Once you make it through the phone screening, they will schedule an in-person screening at the clinic.

At your in-person screening, if it’s your first time at the clinic, they will go over your entire medical history, and ask about your relationship with every sort of disease, disorder and medical event known to man. In defiance of statistical probability, you will tell them that you are in perfect health with no record of medical events whatsoever. You might be tempted to be honest, but as we’ll address later, this is a mistake which the participant population on the whole has been trained out of. You will give them your payment information, so they can pay you for your study participation, and they will subject you to a battery of physical tests (blood tests, urine tests, temperature, pulse and ECGs, plus any tests idiosyncratic to a particular study) which determine whether you meet that study’s eligibility criteria.

You’ll also receive my personal favorite component of the clinical research process, an Informed Consent Form, which details everything the clinic is legally obligated to tell you about the contents of the study so that you can offer your consent to participate. These forms are not in any respect fun; they’re tedious to read, and probably an absolute slog for the clinics to put together. On the odd occasion where the clinic makes any small change to the procedure after you’ve signed, they have to bring you in to receive a whole new copy of the consent form, and point out the changes so you can sign all over again. They have staff on hand to go over them with you to make sure you’ve actually read them and understand the contents. The whole process is frankly a bit obnoxious, but when I compare it to actual employment contracts I’ve signed in the past, I can’t help but appreciate just how much tighter the requirements are in comparison to make sure that research participants fully understand what they’re agreeing to, and aren’t being taken advantage of. In a way, it makes the process feel significantly less exploitative than regular employment. Of course, this does not mean that research clinics will not screw over their participants when given the opportunity to do so; they’re simply operating within tighter restrictions.

Provided you meet all the criteria for the study, you’ll receive a call a few days later telling you you’re eligible to come in. This does not necessarily mean you’ll end up participating. Clinics almost always want to bring in more people than they’ll actually end up using as research subjects, enough to offer a safe margin in case there are any problems with the lab readings of the participants when they’re brought in at intake. Usually, there are no problems. Regular research participants deal with looming anxiety over the prospect of being made “alternates,” people who’re brought in for a study, but not dosed with the study drug, because alternates don’t receive payment for their participation beyond the day or two they’re in the clinic for the study, meaning the time the participant blocked off for involvement in that study is largely wasted.

Most research clinics do not actually randomize the dosing order of their participants, but instead give participants priority based on the order in which they screened for the study. Thus, among regular study participants, who often travel cross-country to make it into clinical studies, the screening process becomes something of a race to secure the earliest slots in order to maximize their chances of actually getting paid to participate.

If you do end up receiving the study drug, you become a valuable data point for the research sponsor, and your participation is secured. You’ll be dosed according to a regimen described in the informed consent (sometimes just once at the very beginning of your stay at the clinic, sometimes several times a day across your entire stay.) The staff will perform occasional medical tests on you throughout your stay, and ask you to report any effects you experience from the medication. In the great majority of studies, you will not experience any noticeable effects from the medication. If you do, you probably will not report them. In fact, in the event that they experience significant symptoms, participants have strong incentives to actively conceal them, and most of them know this. With some notable exceptions, the actual medication is a trivial component of the experience; most of what matters about your stay will be determined by how invasive the testing procedures are for that particular study, and the company you keep.

Part 2: What sort of people participate in clinical research?

Mostly weird ones.

If you do it regularly, clinical research participation pays on a scale comparable to a regular job, but it’s not a regular job. There is no screening for work experience or skills, or for criminal history, something which a not-insignificant portion of the clinical research population has. Officially, the participant population is very healthy, with no recent diseases or drug use of any kind, not just recreational, but prescribed or over-the-counter for any sort of condition whatsoever, and no medical history of any sort of ailments you might think to include on a survey form. In practice, beyond the requirement of being able to pass medical screenings, study participants have every incentive to lie. If you pass screening, you are probably not on drugs at that specific point in time, although according to clinic staff, it’s not particularly unusual for applicants to try to get away with this. In general, the selection process tilts the participant population towards what might broadly be considered shady characters. People who don’t get along well with traditional employment (it’s hard to reconcile with the scheduling commitments of clinic research,) are comfortable pursuing an avenue of income which is widely perceived as dangerous when people think about it at all, and are generally distrustful of and comfortable lying to authority figures (a useful trait for remaining an active participant in clinical research.)

Many research participants have a dubious regard for the whole institution of “mainstream medicine,” mostly, as far as I can tell, due to a ground-in distrust of credentialed experts and authority, rather than an awareness of how much they are personally lying to people responsible for bringing new drugs to market. Conspiratorial or contrarian dispositions are common. In one characteristic experience, I listened to a couple of participants (both black,) discussing a particular high-profile medical practitioner. One claimed that because the doctor in question was white, he couldn’t be trusted, and was probably throwing people’s health under the bus for personal profit. The other insisted that this sort of thing isn’t a matter of race, just about whether the person in question knows what they’re talking about and has reason to be honest, and the doctor in question was clearly a credible expert. Whatever sense of gratification I might have felt at hearing one of them stand up for racial harmony and the universality of scientific knowledge withered on the vine as I continued listening and realized that the “doctor” in question was actually an alternative medicine provider encouraging his audience to reject mainstream treatment in favor of his own personal line of supplements.

You might infer from all this that clinical research participants are mostly also poor, but this is not particularly the case. The payment structure of clinical studies, which offer large lump sums paid out according to the inconsistent and unreliable schedules that participants build around research participation, mean that very few people involved in clinical research are living paycheck to paycheck. I’ve spoken to several who were surprisingly well-off, owning property in multiple states despite spending much of their time traveling between different clinical research centers across the country. Many are apparently adventurous if not particularly cautious investors. Clinical research participants have the highest concentration I’ve personally encountered in real life of investment in cryptocurrency, outside of some rationalist meetup groups, and also the highest rate of investment into NFTs, despite few seeming to have any familiarity with how those technologies work. Whenever I’ve been tempted to develop a low opinion of their judgment, I’ve had to temper that with the knowledge that many of these people have apparently accumulated much more disposable income in the process than I have. I’ve spoken to research participants who’ve discussed sinking tens of thousands of dollars into NFTs, which is not a life decision many people find themselves in a position to contemplate, for better or for worse.

While the participants might make up something of an odd crowd by ordinary sensibilities, most of them are quite well-adjusted to the environment of clinical research, and have been doing it for quite a long time. They tend to share information pretty freely among each other on how to deal with the practicalities of travel between study clinics, how to reliably pass screenings and avoid being made an alternate for studies, and how to handle the idiosyncrasies, and circumvent the rules, of various study locations.

Part 3: Why nobody is actually honest with research staff.

Simply put, the system of paid clinical research is structured to discourage it.

Clinic staff will tell participants that they should be honest for the sake of their own health and safety, but this is a lie intended to appeal to participants’ own self-interest. The requirements clinical researchers are forced to comply with are well in excess of what’s necessary for participants to reliably avoid lasting harm to their health, and the practices of research clinics tend to filter out participants who are honest with them.

The first filter is in the initial screening process which occurs before a participant even shows up at the clinic. During the initial phone screening, a staff member will ask the participant whether they have any of a wide array of health conditions, and if the caller answers yes, the staff member will immediately tell them that they’re not eligible for the study. A stronger filter on participant honesty however is the fact that the staff member will ask if the participant has received any sort of medication in the last month. Not any sort of recreational drug, or any sort of prescription treatment for any of a number of relevant conditions, or even any prescription medication. Any type of medication or supplement whatsoever, prescription or over-the-counter_._ This includes “supplements” sold at the grocery store, like fish oil, fiber, etc. Are you wondering whether something counts as a food or supplement? The answer is, if you ask a staff member, and you say the word “supplement,” they will tell you you’re not eligible within thirty days of taking it. There is no point trying to negotiate on this, from the perspective of the clinic, it is always better safe than sorry.

This phrase, “better safe than sorry,” overwhelmingly characterizes the protocols of research clinics at every level, except the level where they start to ask whether participants might become more likely to pass through their filters by lying than meeting all their criteria. This is partly because research clinics are forced to comply with safety standards set by people who are not familiar with basic principles of research, and partly because they have an incentive to put the burden of disclaiming anything that might increase the overall level of risk on the participant, so that, in the event that anything does happen, the clinic can avoid legal responsibility, because the participant is the one at fault if they lied and violated the protocol.

For example, every clinical research protocol I have ever encountered includes a stipulation that a male participant must not donate sperm for at least ninety days following their last dosing of the study drug, and if they have sex with a female partner, they must use a condom with spermicide, combined with a hormonal method of birth control on the part of their partner. As far as I’ve been able to find, no drug has ever been discovered to cause birth defects when taken by a male prior to conception, and for most classes of drugs, there is no known plausible biological mechanism by which this could occur. However, in the event that a patient did have a child who was afflicted with some manner of birth defect after participating in a clinical trial, the clinic might have to face a legal battle over whether they held responsibility for that. Rather than face that cost, let alone the risk of actually being held responsible, it’s safer to ensure that the participant cannot become a parent within that window of time without violating the study protocol. If the patient chooses to violate the study protocol, the consequences of that become their own responsibility.

Research participants who disclose information to the clinics too freely tend to learn quickly that this is not in their interests. Admitting to any sort of medical condition, medication use, or history of medical events, tends to result in participants simply being told they are not eligible for the study they wish to screen for. If, at your first in-person screening at a clinic, you provide information about your medical history which qualifies as an exclusion criterion, you may be ruled out from many or all studies at that clinic, and the relevance of any of these criteria to a participant’s health and safety is heavily colored by the principle of “better safe than sorry.” An example from my own experience: At the first clinic where I participated in studies, I disclosed that I was diagnosed with ADHD as a child, and had been medicated for it in my childhood, although I have not been for many years. This did not automatically exclude me from all studies, but before long, I found that many studies at that clinic had “must not be diagnosed with any mental conditions” as an eligibility criterion. I discussed this with a number of members of the medical staff at that clinic, and they told me that this generally occurs in cases where the general class of drugs an experimental medication is in has been found to sometimes have increased risk of suicide as a side effect. In these cases, the people designing the protocols find it expedient to simply rule out anyone who has any diagnosis of any sort of mental condition. Do they have any reason to think that ADHD might be associated with an increased risk? I asked, and their answer was, not at all, but better safe than sorry.

Another factor which incentivizes participants not to be honest with clinic staff is that they simply get paid more if they aren’t. Even for study participants who genuinely meet all the medical criteria in the screening and study protocols, there’s one factor that affects all participants and is consistent between all clinics and studies, which affects participants’ ability to profit from their involvement in clinical studies. Participants are required to observe a washout period (usually at least 30 days, but this varies between study protocols, and may be as much as 90 for some studies) between the last time they were dosed with any experimental medication, and when they’re next able to participate in a study. Most clinical research participants treat studies as a regular source of income, and prefer not to comply with this, as it limits how frequently they’re able to get paid for participating. Staff at an individual clinic won’t let a person enroll in multiple studies too close together at the same clinic, but most research participants travel around the country to enroll in studies at different locations. Participants who’re willing to lie and claim that they haven’t received any experimental medications in the last month when they actually have are simply able to earn substantially more money than participants who’re unwilling to do so.

While clinic staff will tell participants that they should comply with study protocols for their own health and safety, participants share information freely among each other, including information about how to most effectively get away with violating study protocols. The common perception among participants is that there is no real risk in lying to participate in studies more often, and research clinics are inherently obstructionist, and a canny participant is one who knows how to mislead them to his own benefit (or hers, but most research participants are male, partly for cultural reasons, but also because it’s easier for men to meet clinical studies’ eligibility criteria.) The washout period, for most participants, is however long it takes for a study drug to clear from one’s system so that it won’t be detected when they screen at another clinic. Being caught flagrantly violating screening or study protocol, such as by having prohibited drugs in one’s system during screening, will result in a lack of payment for that visit, and may result in a temporary ban from that clinic. But most participants travel around extensively for studies, and many regard occasional temporary bans as just a natural cost of business.

There is one way though that participants may risk being permanently restricted from participating in studies with a particular company- not just a particular clinic location, but all branches associated with that pharmaceutical research company across the country; a risk which substantially shapes the way participants engage with clinical studies. The thing which most participants are truly hesitant to risk is reporting a negative response to a study drug.

To be clear, reporting a negative reaction to a study drug does not necessarily result in consequences for a participant. In many cases, such as when a particular reaction is expected and discussed in advance by the staff, and widely experienced among the study population, participants generally consider that safe to report. Usually, the staff don’t want participants to be on any other medications whatsoever, but in some studies which researchers anticipate to produce particular symptoms, such as nausea, there are allowances written into the protocols for participants to receive over-the-counter medications, and participants will report their symptoms in order to receive them. It’s also not the case that clinical researchers will directly retaliate against participants for reporting adverse reactions. Although research clinics are contracted for work by pharmaceutical companies, they are not directly owned by pharmaceutical companies, and staff will attest that their primary concern is for research participants’ health and safety, not getting favorable results for the pharmaceutical companies they’re contracted by.

From the perspective of the participants though, this concern for their “health and safety” is exactly the problem. A participant who reports an unusual reaction to a study drug may go on the record with that clinic as having an unusual sensitivity or allergy to that medication. And having unusual sensitivities or allergies to any sort of medication is an exclusion criteria for almost all clinical studies. So, a participant who reports an unusual or unexpected reaction to a study drug risks finding himself thanked for his honesty, and then rendered ineligible for all studies with that pharmaceutical research company afterwards. Better safe than sorry. A participant who experiences symptoms which make them genuinely worry about the prospect of receiving more of the study drug can always simply make an excuse and drop out of the study, something all participants are entitled to do as part of the legally mandated protections involved in clinical research. This would come at the cost of the payment for the rest of their involvement in that study, but better that than being permanently barred from all studies with that company.

As a result, research participants commonly discuss among each other their refusal to disclose or discuss symptoms with clinic staff, out of a general understanding that clinical researchers do not have their best interests as participants in mind, and are not to be trusted. Participants commonly see themselves as being in an adversarial relationship with clinic staff, whose jobs are to enforce arcane and unnecessary study restrictions, while the participants’ interests, for their own comfort and profit, are to find ways to avoid complying.

Part 4: How much does this actually matter?

Probably not as much as you might think.

The overwhelming majority of Phase I pharmaceutical trials are almost certainly being performed on participants who’re not in compliance with the study criteria, and who’re not reporting all the symptoms they experience while taking the experimental medications. But many symptoms, most of the ones most directly relevant to participants’ health, can be caught by the regular medical tests which participants undergo throughout their involvement in the clinical studies. Besides which, in most Phase I clinical trials, most or all participants don’t actually experience any noticeable symptoms in the first place. Studies where any participants experience significant reactions are more the exception than the rule, and most of those exceptions are ones which the researchers can already predict based on animal studies and the general class of drugs they’re studying. If you participate in a study on a medication for cancer or heart failure, the drug is probably going to have a noticeable effect on you, and nobody is going to be surprised.

Most of the study criteria which participants habitually violate probably don’t matter very much, in terms of the actual outcomes of the studies. If a participant has other drugs in their system which might interfere with the actual study drug, or result in test readings which could be misattributed to the study drug, that could have a significant confounding effect on the results. But most relevant drugs are likely to be caught by the medical tests conducted at screenings, if not self-reporting by the participants. In most cases, a participant who last received an experimental study drug ten days before screening for a study, by which point it has already fully cleared from their system, is probably not going to show significantly different outcomes from a participant who waits a full thirty days.

Phase I clinical trials are also not the last step before an experimental medication goes to market. Before a drug is made available to the public, it’s also trialed on research participants who actually have the ailment the drug is intended to treat. These research subjects are generally not paid clinical research participants who travel around the country to participate in studies on a regular basis, and consequently, they operate under very different incentives. Participants in later phases of clinical trials probably are exposed to at least slightly greater risks of side effects and adverse reactions than they would be if Phase I clinical trials didn’t feature perverse incentives against reporting, and filter for a population generally disinclined to do so.

It’s difficult to say how much any of the confounding effects or obfuscation from all the perverse incentives in clinical research serve to skew doctors’ understanding of the actual effects of drugs by the time they reach the general population, not just because there are other layers that a drug has to pass through before it reaches that point, but because it would be nigh-impossible to test the existing pharmaceutical research pipeline against another pharmaceutical research pipeline operating under different incentives. Research which probes into the effects of clinical research’s perverse incentives, and the filters it places on its participant population, is largely nonexistent. How do you systematically study the opinions and behavior of a population who mostly don’t see it as being in their interests to be open or honest with researchers in the first place?

It would almost certainly be possible for pharmaceutical research to work at least somewhat better than this. If I were the clinical research czar, this is not a system I’d be proud to have designed. It’s probably not exposing the general public to catastrophic risks that they could be avoiding with a better-designed research pipeline. It’s not exposing Phase I research participants to catastrophic risks either, although they would almost certainly be at least a little safer if the system weren’t designed with such a “better safe than sorry” ethos that it incentivizes them to constantly lie. At least some of the pathologies of this system probably propagate down to later levels though, and it’s difficult to say how much. In general, if you want to study anything at all, it’s better to make sure you have a system for doing so which encourages the people involved to be honest.




Pathologic Classic HD


Changeling: I know. The entire burden of the Earth is weighing you down…



That’s how it feels to think about writing a thorough Pathologic review. Hundreds of hours of engaging with the work, hundreds of thousands of words read, ten pages of relevant quotes selected and I still don’t know where to even begin. To make sense of Pathologic is to make sense of life itself – how do you even approach a task like that? It’s a work that’s trying to be about the entire history of humanity and it largely succeeds. No matter how long you’ve been thinking about it you will notice new and more nuanced themes and every time you are going to be tempted to call them ‘the main theme’ because they all feel equally fundamental and all-encompassing. Every minor character's story feels like a profound commentary on the human condition and…

Wait a second. Words, themes, characters? Is this a book review? Well, yes, but actually no.

Pathologic is a 2005 Russian RPG by Ice-Pick Lodge studio [1]. Despite being very plot heavy it being a game is actually pretty relevant. Though it would still work as a book just fine it uses every advantage a video game has as a medium to convey its many messages. What advantage can a two decades old game possibly have, you ask? Every.

It is mind boggling how ahead of its time Pathologic was. Even if 2019’s remake Pathologic 2 looked to you like it was heavily inspired by all the deep philosophical indie hits you can name, the original game actually came out before all of them. The only hesitation I feel before claiming that games like Disco Elysium or Undertale were heavily inspired by some Pathologic elements is in the fact that it’s still largely unknown.

Yeah, the tired ‘are video games art’ question was 100% answered in 2005 and no one noticed. Turns out playing a tragedy is not fun. But that’s exactly where the gameplay shines. It makes you feel an approximation of exhaustion, confusion and hopelessness the main characters feel not just through good old empathy but by actually simulating their experience every aspect of which is crucial to the plot and the themes. So there’s no ludonarrative dissonance or dissonance of any kind between the text of the game and its mechanics. Everything works like a well oiled misery producing headache inducing heart breaking machine. Music is unsettling, visuals are uncanny and every bit of clunkiness or gaminess that can break your immersion or suspension of disbelief is also actually part of the narrative. [image: ]

So, let’s answer some more questions.

How?

We should probably talk about the game part of the game first. It’s a survival horror but with heavy emphasis on survival. Your character needs to eat but the problem is that you are in a remote town that hasn't had a supply train for more than a month so there’s a food shortage. You need to sleep but time only stops during dialogues and you need to accomplish all of your tasks for the day within one 24 hour period so finding time for rest might be more difficult than you’d expect. Big deal, one can run around with no food or sleep for a couple of days, right? Wrong, local herbs are in bloom. Their toxic pollen makes you weak and you will literally die without food and rest within a day. How to deal with all of it is a fun discovery for the player. The game explains only the most basic things to you and the rest, most of it, you have to figure out on your own.


Tragedian: Need I remind a wise man like you of the fact that hunger is sated with food? Food can be found in shops, and shops can be found in ordinary houses that are marked with specific signs. Sleep, however, is more complicated. People only sleep in beds and only in private residences around here. I am sorry, but that's just how our world is…

Bachelor: Yes, the world is unjust.



For example, you can drink water to fill your stomach but it makes you more tired. You can drink coffee but it decreases your health. Increasing your health is no trivial task either. Good luck figuring out what healing items even are and where to find them. Spoiler, it involves searching trash bins. [image: ]

The situation is only becoming more dire with each passing day of which there are 12. Less than two weeks to save a town devoid of medical workers from an outbreak of a deadly disease (one day lasts two real hours). The characters have of course other reasons to get involved but they still remain humanitarian workers, they took the oath and all that. They can’t give up no matter how hard it gets.

Unfortunately, you just can’t help everyone. Even if you perform all your tasks on time people are still going to perish like flies. You will always be walking past poor infected dying in the streets. Always see desperate townsfolk attack each other with knives for a loaf of bread and look the other way. That's just how our world is…

But does it have to be this way? Can you heal all the sick you see and fight all the violence you encounter? You can already guess that all of this requires resources. Fighting is pretty difficult but at least most enemies don’t have guns which gives you a clear advantage. Good luck finding bullets though. Both them and the projectiles themselves cost a ton of money which you probably need for food and medicine. Medicine helps somewhat with managing the severity of the infection and can prolong a patient's life. But nothing can fully cure this disease and, well, since developing the cure is your main mission, the only infected life really worth prolonging is your own.

Does this already sound like you aren’t going to be liked too much by the general public?

[image: ]

Another important parameter to watch out for is your reputation. Killing common people in the streets is heavily frowned upon while handling bandits is rather appreciated. If your reputation gets bad enough people will refuse to talk to you and will eventually start hunting you down. Maintaining a good public standing sounds manageable except… sometimes you have to make an omelet, you know what I’m saying? And the crowd cares not for justifications you make for yourself.

Neither do the town’s authorities. They are more than willing to lie about you or exploit a misunderstanding. On multiple occasions your character will become the public enemy number one and you’ll have to deal with it. Tear yourself apart to save people who are trying to kill you both actively and otherwise. By sapping your resources and energy. By making you run errands exhausted and sleep-deprived. By expecting you to feed them on days when it’s especially difficult to find food. By extorting money out of your pocket.

Yes, in this game every instance of helping others comes at your expense. Sometimes there’s a reward, often there’s nothing but a waste of time and a couple of grateful citizens. Thankfully, most tasks aren’t necessary and you can decide for yourself how much of a hero you want to be. Not like being a hero is the entire point, right?

Another major aspect of interaction with this unjust world of ours is dialogue. There’s no persuasion checks, you just need to read the text closely and use your human judgement to determine which line will progress the story and which one will fail your quest. For that you need to estimate correctly with whom you must show utmost courtesy, who’s more likely to cave when pressured or threatened and when you are likely to get away with a lie. Sometimes the characters will surprise you but most of the time paying attention is enough. And that’s exactly the difficult part. The dialogue trees are huge, largely non-linear and the relevant information is rarely highlighted. What is important for you here and now and what is thematic context for something that happened yesterday or will happen in three days or worse, in another playthrough, is left for the player to decipher.


Inquisitor: Just… thinking. Thinking of how similar people's fates turn out. We've had so many bright stars of talent rise recently, you know. Almost all of them tried to single-handedly break the laws of history, nature, morality_. And all threaded such identical paths!_



That means you can never skip the dialogue or zone out during it. And even though it has its moments, as a rule it’s not trying to be light, entertaining or funny. It’s written in this unnatural theatrical way that makes reading it an intellectual exercise rather than something you’d do for fun. [image: ]

And all of its exercises Pathologic makes as unavoidable as possible. In fact, the game doesn’t have any difficulty settings. It is like this by design. This is no power fantasy. This is Disempowerment Realism. No matter what position you occupy, whether you are an important spiritual leader with special destiny, a famous scientist with emergency powers granted, or a literal saint with khilling touch – you can’t escape the brutal reality of what it’s actually like to try and save the world, be that surviving on bread crumbs and lemon slices or listening politely to horrible people.

So, survival is most of the horror in this ‘survival horror’. The pervasive sense of unease of standing still in the game will never leave you. Intense annoyance of not choosing the most optimal route through the town or buying food on the wrong day or using two bullets instead of one on an encounter – is unparalleled. The dread you feel at the thought of having to navigate conversations with some of the characters is almost up there with actual real life small talk. And the game has a habit of pulling the rug from under you right when you feel like you got it. It can be food prices or your reputation or a new type of enemy or a new authority in town you now have to please or anything else. So you become an anxious hoarder, trying to prepare for everything.

And it’s not like it does nothing. Being smart and paying attention is actually rewarded greatly, up to the point of the game becoming rather easy after you learn all of its mechanics by trial and error (or by scanning every bit of dialogue for hints and clues) and don’t insist on doing the right thing every single time. But we haven’t even touched on the most gruelling part of the gameplay yet. The one you won’t be able to escape no matter how good you are at dodging knives and trading the right items for the best price. And the one that does not actually turn pleasurable when you become engaged in the story and characters. It’s, gulp… walking.

Most of the gameplay is traversing the town from one location to the next. Now, some people find it relaxing. Most people find it boring and frustrating. It hits the perfect spot of when an activity isn’t engaging enough so it becomes entertaining but also isn’t idle enough so you can completely zone out and think of something else. It’s like waiting for milk to boil. For hours. It makes the experience of playing Pathologic a chore all the way through, doubly so in the last third of the game.

So when in the very end the game calls your choice of ending a truly free and a genuine miracle, despite being a scripted event, it is 100% true. Because getting to this point was an act of will and a real achievement.


Changeling: You do have a choice. The sacrifice must be voluntary, or it will be pointless.



It’s the part that makes most players give up on the game, I believe. It’s not actually all that difficult, especially if a difficult game is something you would normally enjoy [2]. It’s rather frustrating, confusing and tedious. You don’t feel consistently rewarded for your efforts, it’s not gamified, it doesn’t feel like a game at all. You actually do feel like you are trying to save a small town from extinction and prevent a pandemic [3]. It sucks. And it’s the second element of the horror. The third is the town’s weirdness.

Where and when?

That one is more of a staple of survival horrors – a small foggy town that hasn’t seen sun in a decade populated by ghosts and creepy old people. In comparison to those, Pathologic's town seems almost too normal. That’s what makes it more uncanny than outright creepy. It’s filled with people from all demographics and seems to be living a normal life, it’s just… a bit off.

[image: ]

People call it ‘uniquely Russian’ but it’s only true to the extent that any fictional place created by Russians can’t help being like that. In reality it was made to look and feel alien to everybody, Russians in the first place. It’s set in an ambiguous time period, remote and isolated, surrounded by emptiness of the steppe and filled with crazy architecture. The setting evokes the turn of the 20th century which is thematically appropriate but the year is never stated, even the decade is difficult to pin down. There’s a war going on but which one is it? There are some Powers That Be sending you orders from mysterious Capital but is it the Empire or bolsheviki or what? Is it even Russia? The country is only ever named Country, the town is Town, the region is Steppe and indigenous people are Steppe People. Only the river is named, it’s Gorkhon. Which translates from Buryat as ‘river’. So the overall impression is that it can be anything and anywhere, a place outside of time, a semblance of all the other places.

The disease is not anything known or specific either. It’s called Sand Plague by the locals but the nature of it is a complete mystery. All you know is that it kills extremely fast, within a day if no measures are taken. And the town is pretty low on measures. The first outbreak happened five years before the events of the game and the only salvation for the town was a complete blockade of the infected area, killing everyone inside. This is the story you hear right after finding out the disease had returned and you are now the one in charge of handling it. Too bad the townsfolk aren’t going to obey your quarantine, especially since they remember how it ended the first time.


Boy: Fuck it! The town is a motherfucking mess! Grab your knives, everyone! I'm done! Seems like the old taboos are as good as gone. Well, ciao, motherfuckers! Every man for himself now.



The townsfolk in general are very non-cooperative and mean-spirited. On the first day you see them chasing random women in the streets which leads to you eventually witnessing a burning of a Steppe woman at the stake. According to local superstition every time a calamity strikes it’s a fault of a steppe demon taking a female form. Even a woman that lived in the town for many years can become possessed by a demon. To the townspeople, the only sensible solution is to find a suspicious enough lady and murder her. Trying to protect these women lowers your reputation, obviously.
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Something of the sort happens almost every day. It’s either the commoners obstructing your work with panic, disobedience, violence, revolt or their bizarre local notions and taboos. Or the town’s elites fail to stop their infighting for a couple of days even during an emergency. You always feel like you are a pawn in someone else’s game the rules of which are absurd, inscrutable and completely out of your control. All the characters are biased in their own favor, everybody has sympathies, makes alliances and holds grudges. Sometimes they will outright lie to you, distort the available information or omit something crucial. Some of them are trying to kill you, others need you alive. It’s not clear which is worse.

Some of them you need to keep alive. In the very beginning you are given a list of names. Those are your Bound – 7-9 important characters whose lives are intertwined with yours somehow. What’s so special about these people will become clear much later. What’s apparent early on is that in most of your playthrough you’ll spend a significant amount of time with your Bound ones and become attached to some or all of them. That’s why it’s so heartbreaking that these are the people volunteering to pick up your slack when you fail to finish your main quest for the day. Being even worse at your job than you evidently are, they become infected and start dying. To be able to end the game with your character’s ending of choice you’ll need to have all of them healthy by the evening of the last day.


Termites: If you didn't take care of me, who would breathe life into our town again? I will have so many things to do in five or ten years. Thank you, thank you!



Who does what?

So, of the playable characters there are three, all integral parts of the story, always present in the world, no matter which one you control at the moment. That means in order to finish the entire game you have to go through all the same events three separate times. By the end of the first day it’ll become apparent that the epidemic is about to hit and you’ll endeavor to save the town in your own way. On the seventh day there’s a major status quo shift, then another one on day nine. By the eleventh day you will believe that you’ve found a decent solution to the problem and on the last day you make your final choice.

On the surface this sounds like another grueling part of the game, engaging with the same grim story three times instead of one. In fact, many players choose to finish the game only once or twice, leaving the last, the least fun part [4], out completely. Which is a shame because looking at the same dying world through different sets of eyes is a major advantage of the story.  [image: ]

By the end of your first playthrough you will end up feeling pretty comfortable about your knowledge and prowess. But the game will turn you into a fool again the minute you start your second one. The same events will show a completely different side of them to you, the mechanics will affect you differently and the conclusion your character reaches by the end will end up being something inconceivable to you before. This is why all three of them are destined to clash and disagree despite all being healers and trying to cure the disease.


Haruspex: And so we finally meet, oynon_. Just a pair of pawns on this dreadful chessboard where each square is blacker than black itself. Are we friends or are we foes? Will one consume the other – or will we part, each striving for his own victory?_

Bachelor: How can we be foes if we're fighting a common enemy?

Haruspex: I'm glad to hear you say that. It's a shame we aren't standing together. I lack your knowledge. I'm blindfolded and can only follow my heart and my intuition. Here's a piece of advice for you: don't trust those who volunteer to be your guides on the path to victory.



The first two, Bachelor and Haruspex, you can play in any order and they are heavily paralleled to each other. The third one, Changeling, can only be played if you’ve finished the game at least once already, which is important.

All three come to the town on the first day, each for their own reason. Bachelor, Daniil Dankovsky, is invited by his colleague via a mysterious letter that promises to save his scientific career. He is a thanatologist and his greatest ambition is to eliminate non consensual death completely, although he would settle for finding a way to significantly increase human life expectancy. For some reason his research is not popular and the malicious Powers That Be are threatening to close his laboratory down and put an end to his pursuits. Which is why he is willing to abandon everything and venture into a faraway town in the middle of nowhere for a chance to meet an allegedly immortal man, the ruler of the place, Simon Kain, who is alive for more than a century and a half and is still in superb health. Studying this exceptional man gives Bachelor a chance to move the needle on his longevity research, proves his theories to be correct and possibly saves his work from persecution. Nothing is more important to him than this.


Bachelor: There is only disgrace for me in the Capital. If they shut down the laboratory, I will most likely have to blow my brains out.



Well, the first thing you learn after entering the place where your immortal specimen lives is that he is dead. Died exactly on the eve of your arrival. Bachelor does not take the news well and does not believe this to be a coincidence. He agrees to try and help the grieving Kain family to find the murderer and spends most of the first day doing that. By the end of his investigation he lets go of the murder idea, being a good rationalist he is, and returns to warn the ruling family of the incoming epidemic of the disease that killed not only Simon but also the man who invited you here in the first place, the only local doctor and your sole friend there, Isidor Burakh. [image: ]

This is only the beginning of Bachelor’s hell. Most people play his route first and experience most of the mechanic’s learning curve during it. It puts you right into the mindset of an outsider in a hostile world that you are still obligated to save. Being deprived of resources and research equipment he’s used to, save for a humble microscope, Bachelor is forced to leave developing cures to experts in local herbal medicine. He himself is dragged against his will into the world of people, the world of politics and violence, two things he is not good at, the existence of his life’s work hanging on whether he’d succeed. He is not destined to.

Daniil Dankovsky’s story is a tragedy, his character arc is negative. He’s named after a character from Old Izergil, a short story by Maxim Gorky – a brave man who tried to lead his people out of a terrible place to the better lands and was faced with vile ungratefulness and hostility at the toughest moment of their journey. But instead of giving up on them, brave Danko was only filled with compassion so much more, and in the moment of desperation he tore his flaming heart out of his chest and used it to light the way for others, the deed that saved his people but killed him in the process, his dimming heard falling into the mud.

We never know from the story what Danko was like as a person though and Pathologic envisions this type of character as an enlightened intellectual that aspires to make the world a better place and help people but is heavily shaped by the obstacles he faces. People’s ungratefulness made him bitter, being the smartest man in the room made him arrogant, constant ridicule and betrayal made him quick to anger and vengeful. He comes across as neurotic and this close to losing it at all times, which does not help with winning people over to his side. The only person who likes Bachelor for who he is and doesn’t demand anything from him probably for the first time in his life is taken away in the middle of the story leaving you with a harrowing realization that your relentless schedule took this last opportunity at connection and closeness with another human away from your character. And yet he perseveres, he moves forward on principle alone even when burning love for humanity fades away and is replaced by resentment in his heart. Nothing of value is left to him by the end so he is willing to accept the necessity of the town’s destruction.


Changeling: You're a destroyer. You have a cold heart.



Bachelor’s mirror image is Haruspex, Artemy Burakh. The only son and heir of the only local doctor and important spiritual leader Isidor Burakh. Yes, that one Isidor, the one who invited Bachelor to the town and died from the Sand Plague before his arrival, infecting the immortal Simon Kain and everyone else in the process. Isidor has a much bigger role in this route since now half the plot revolves around your character coming into his inheritance and taking his rightful place. Something he expects to achieve and does achieve, albeit with complications. [image: ]

It sets his story apart from that of Bachelor for being more of a hero’s journey and having a somewhat positive character arc. Haruspex is also one of those local medicine experts that allows him to actually work with the disease directly and succeed at creating a working panacea, the ultimate cure. Local taboos do not apply to him all thanks to his special spiritual status so it’s less frustrating to deal with people and their customs. Death and violence do not shock him, not just because he’s freshly from war, but also due to him being trained to become a butcher and a surgeon from early childhood.

His title, Haruspex, means a priest that can tell the future in the entrails of slaughtered animals. While the Bachelor’s is about his formal education and scientific approach, Haruspex’s hints at his religious position and intuitive understanding of the world. From his perspective we learn about the indigenous culture of the Steppe, their grievances and inner politics, and how their ancient beliefs and practices hold both the explanation and the solution to the problems the town faces. Local elites on the other hand involve him in their dirty politics very little. People he is in charge of, his Bound, are all children and taking care of them is pleasant and fulfilling. Despite all of it Pathologic still manages to keep being grim and punishing.

Most people play Haruspex second so his gameplay has several difficulty spikes to keep the player challenged. He too arrives at the town in the morning on the first day, invited by an ominous letter from Isidor. He’s expecting to find his father dying but still to be able to say their last words to each other. He finds himself accused of patricide instead. You start the game with multiple knife wounds after being ambushed by overzealous citizens looking for the murderer. Your reputation is so low that walking the streets is not an option. Your immediate objective now is to clear your good name but you can’t even enter the investigation. You hear that some menacing emissary from the Capital is hunting you down and the only childhood friend who remembers you has sworn to kill you avanging your father, his teacher, as a seeming pretext for usurping your place.

Fortunately, the situation resolves itself when Bachelor discovers the real cause of Isidor’s death. Unfortunately, one of the local rulers still believes you are the murderer because his wife, a clairvoyant magical lady, prophesied you becoming a great menace in the future.


Katerina Saburova: There was a prophecy… Oh, my temples… You are bound to drown our town in blood. The wording is precise. You will make a sacrifice. There will be rivers of blood, and that will be your doing. You will bring back to the earth all the blood that had been taken from it in the past ten years…



This becomes a running problem for Haruspex, men in positions of authority being threatened by him and finding excuses to try and murder him which creates most of the additional difficulty in this playthrough. Unlike Bachelor however, Haruspex takes it all in stride. Whether you believe him to be suppressing and hiding his real emotions or being a naturally calm and collected person, the fact of the matter is that he comes across as surprisingly stoic and pragmatic, eyes on the prize, bound by his duty, moving steadily towards his goal. Despite being no less of a victim of circumstances than Bachelor, he does not question his fate, never tries to defy it. He is a firm believer in following his heart and if that places him on the path that was inevitable, so be it.


Inquisitor: Listen to me, you silly man, you've been played! Manipulated! My position comes with perks – facts, access to information. Don't you believe me? Do you need proof?

Haruspex: Do you expect me to change my decisions just for the pleasure of spoiling someone else's schemes? My choices are driven by familial obligations and love. That is reason enough for me. If someone works my part into their play, that's on them. I am only responsible for my own choices.

Inquisitor: … A worthy answer. It's strange. I never thought of it like that before. Is it really that simple?

Haruspex: Being yourself isn't simple.



For Haruspex, preserving the town is a matter of family obligation that he isn’t going to rebel against just because it might seem imposed on him and arbitrary and even cruel. So any solution involving destruction of the town, no matter how well substantiated, is inconceivable to him.

It’s not like you want to destroy the town either. After spending this much time fighting for it you become attached. Maybe it’s a sunk cost fallacy but you think you begin to understand what all of it means and represents and what value it truly holds. After playing both Bachelor and Haruspex you can arrive at a more nuanced position than both of them separately. But they are stuck in their perspectives unable to find a compromise.

Fortunately, there’s someone who can but you aren’t going to be happy about it. [image: ]

The last protagonist, Changeling, has a deeper understanding of reality than either one of the other two by virtue of being played at least second. Her mysterious awareness and foresight make her truly magical by this world’s standards. By the same logic she is a true threat to it. Knowing full well what starting a new playthrough does to the town you still chose to do it in a greedy hope for a better solution. Does it make you a hero and a saviour? Or a Plague incarnate, an avatar of all the woes that befallen this place?


Khan: Our salvation lies in repose and silence. Our town must stay still now. Freeze, like someone who's stirred up a nest of venomous snakes. [...] They make people uneasy. It's because of them that no one stays put. Disturbed by the Haruspex's actions and the Changeling's barmy preaching, people start fussing and end up laying their lives upon the altar of the common good. [...] You may mean well, but you bring evil and destruction all the same. This town is too fragile for your thudding steps.



This was always the case, the player being the solution for the problems but also, obviously, their cause. Changeling takes this logic and makes it literal.

On the first day she wakes up in an empty grave and is immediately adopted by the Saburovs, one of the three ruling families of the town, the ones who try to kill Haruspex several times. In this route they’re your salvation and protection from the vile rumors claiming you to be a liar, a thief and the very Steppe Demon that killed both Isidor and Simon and brought in the Sand Plague. Seems like you are a bad person and the cause of every single problem in society, typical morning for a teenage girl.

You have nothing to refute the accusations, you don’t even remember whether they’re true or not. All you have is a strong feeling that you are a good person and therefore the rumors must be false. When confronted, an excellent explanation comes to mind.


Changeling: Wait! I'll tell you. I have a twin sister. She looks exactly like me, is named the same, and wears the same clothes! I fear that she was the one who committed all those horrible crimes…

(… I've just had to tell a lie for the first time in my life… to invent a fictional sister and shift all those outrageous accusations to her… strange I could even utter the words… but I promise, I promise when it all clears up I'll explain myself and undo that lie…)



Surprisingly, the Saburovs believe this story. Turns out, Katerina, the clairvoyant lady, had a separate prophecy about this exact thing, a great calamity coming and reshaping the town being heralded by mysterious twins, one Angel of salvation and another Demon of destruction. Good thing they got the right one!

Initially they seem to believe Simon’s death to be the great calamity itself but by the end of the first day the real enemy becomes apparent. In the Bachelor’s route the Saburovs are the first to take the situation seriously and start helping you with declaring the state of emergency and establishing quarantine. Them being allied with Changeling, an unhinged charlatan, always seemed bizarre and like another manifestation of Katerina’s debilitating morphine addiction. Now you can finally see what their relationship actually looks like behind closed doors.

On the first day Changeling has to prove herself to be a saint instead of demon. In the process she learns more about her magical abilities. Turns out she does have a healing touch after all. It also turns out that a killing touch she has as well. Which one will be activated in any particular moment Changeling has no control over. By default it’s the killing one, her attack move. If it’s a plot relevant cutscene it’s the healing one, plus she can heal Sand Plague victims roaming the streets (taking health damage for it). [image: ]

From here on she begins to do Saburovs bidding, fulfilling her role as the Judge and the Harbinger. Her father sends her to investigate suspicious people and decide whether they are the ones responsible for the outbreak somehow. Shifting the blame to them improves your reputation but puts their life at risk which is inconvenient since all of them happen to be your Bound meaning you need them alive. Meanwhile her mother is trying to prepare the town’s power landscape for the promised reshaping and sends Changeling to talk to important community leaders in hopes of converting them. This does close to nothing but lets you in on a lot of juicy gossip.

Changeling does not complain though. She is desperate to be loved and accepted, she is willing to do anything to get herself a loving family. Unfortunately, the family she tries to prove herself to is not only dysfunctional, they have some truly bizarre and contradictory ideas about the world. And in this route ideas do become the main focus of the story.


Katerina Saburova: I foresee myself knowing why this punishment has befallen us. The town lived, grew, developed, and finally tried to break free of its own limitations. The Earth that had borne it hit it on its head, which it had stuck out too far. Much like a strict mother would do to her unthinking child.

Changeling: No mother would hit her child so hard as to kill it…



It starts to be impossible to continue talking about Pathologic’s plot without mentioning its many themes. Even trying to talk about them separately up to this point was quite an exercise, so deeply the two intertwined. There will be major spoilers going forward.

So, why?

Our first protagonist is a Death Fighter, not only as a humanitarian and scientific pursuit. He is depressed, suicidal, handing by a threat – and that’s before he comes to the town. That’s exactly the tone the gameplay is emulating. Taking care of yourself is a chore, everybody hates you, work brings you no pleasure and everything is dull, grim and tedious. Why would you play such a game? Why would you keep fighting in such circumstances? Why… would you live through such times? All of it is clearly absurdly cruel and absurdly pointless.

Indeed, video games can be the perfect medium for exploration of absurdist philosophy since they portray life arguably even more devoid of meaning than our real one. Quitting the game in this analogy would be suicide, refusal to live in an absurd world. Engaging with the absurd and struggling against it, playing the game despite all of its flaws, is the Rebellion. Yes, Pathologic has been challenging you to quit this entire time. Are you going to let it win?


Bachelor: My enemy is inevitability. I am challenging the forces of nature.



Both Bachelor and Haruspex are Rebels though each in their own way. While Bachelor is fighting every second of his life, struggling against an absurdly powerful opponent, and is driven by rage and defiance and spite that are the result of his burnout, Haruspex is accepting the absurd but refusing to let it affect him.


Haruspex: Any choice is right as long as it's willed. That's the truth of the matter.



This is encapsulated perfectly by their reactions to the final reveal that the game you’ve been playing… was a game this entire time. In two senses of the word.

Pathologic does not hint that it knows itself to be a video game, does not limit itself to meta humor. It takes your character and puts them in a room with two giant children and tells them that they aren’t human and the town isn’t real and the children have been torturing them for fun because they were bored after a funeral. This simply does not get more absurd.


All this time, the hero took himself to be a living man who was trying to rescue his fellow human beings. Beyond doubt, this belief has filled him with fervour; helped him to reach the finale, and even be somewhat triumphant.

In vain, it was all in vain. The hero was but a puppet, striving to help the imaginary population of a town that was nothing more than a drawing.



I cannot explain how hard reading this hits after 12 grueling days that felt as real as life itself. I’m tearing up even now, this is so cruel, so unfair, to strip Bachelor from the very last piece of hope and dignity that’s left to him. But there’s simply no other way to recreate the real absurd, to force the realisation of it upon your character and not just you, the player. Because the two of you would merge at this point, one ego death simply would not be enough, we need two. [image: ]

This same revelation is less earthshaking to Haruspex which fits the fact most people play him the second. If you play this thing for more than once you already proved yourself to not be a quitter – fully immune to the absurd.


Haruspex: Like I said, I don't care all that much. Aglaya told me about this too, you know… She expected to stun me with the news, but I wasn't sad at all. Although I didn’t take her words that literally. But I'm honest with myself. So does it really matter what I'm made of?



But testing your character’s resolve isn’t the only purpose of this revelation. You are unlikely to quit playing ten minutes before finishing the game anyway, when all the challenges are already behind you and the only thing left to do doesn’t involve surviving, shooting or even persuading anybody. It’s just making a choice.

Although, why bother choosing anything now? What is the point of trying to alter the future of a make-believe world? What is the point of going to a location and pretending to make arguments and be open to having your mind changed at the last minute? Why would you ever engage with art?

Your turn to reexamine your relationship with what you’ve been doing for days at this point comes immediately after your character’s. You are invited to the town’s Theater where its costumed workers talk to you, the player, directly.


Executor: The hero is a doll, but so are the children. The real game is what's happening between you and us.



These theater workers, they’ve been here the entire time, scattered throughout the game, giving you the tutorial, dropping cryptic hints, performing unexplainable prophetic pantomimes that can only be seen at night. This stage, it’s where the game begins, where you meet your three playable characters for the first time, arguing in pompous theatrical language about who’s more suited to solve the problem. [image: ]

In Pathologic, when the fourth wall breaks, you realize it was never there. That the authors were here the whole time, staring at you, waiting for you to lift your eyes. Talking to you and waiting for you to respond.


Executor: Bachelor has lost his battle for freedom since the very day he was born. What about you?

> I wanted to stop the epidemic. Even a make-believe one.

Executor: But did you understand what the epidemic really was? It was truly rather obvious…



All they want is for you to give it a thought, to understand what was said to you. Whether you like it or not, whether you agree or not, engaging with art is engaging in a conversation. And Pathologic says rather a lot.

So you should choose not despite it being a video game but because of it. Analyze it as a philosophical work and give your final answer to what you, the beholder, the thinker, want to do with it. Not because you actually do anything for any real place, but because it says something about the one you live in.

This is the mindset with which you return to the game as Changeling. Understanding now that this is a fictional place that wants to be read as fictional you can start asking the right questions at last. What does the town represent? Why is it shaped like that? What really caused the Plague?


Inquisitor: Take a look at it. Look at its tight and harmonious blend of every era of humanity. Its reflection of every facet of human existence. Its well-proportioned combination of good and evil: a straight footpath between heaven and hell.

Bachelor: That's true of any town.

Inquisitor: A smart observation – and yet this town manifests it particularly vividly. So vividly that, for all its provincial ugliness, it can aspire to become a magical model of the universe. It's destined to become a warning. A pretend-play rehearsal of our eventual common fate.



The original Russian name [5] of the game is Мор.Утопия which directly translates to ‘Pestilence.Utopia’. A dichotomy in the title evokes other works like Crime and Punishment or War and Peace or Progress and Poverty. Are those things in conflict? Or are they opposites that struggle to coexist? Is one causing another? In the case of Utopia and Pestilence it’s all at once.

Of course Pathologic isn’t about dealing with an outbreak and being a doctor. The Sand Plague was never just a disease. Initially you dismiss superstitious people who claim it to be heavenly wrath, punishment for human sins. It seems like another bit of realism, people always start hunting for scapegoats during crises. But then, does it have to be scapegoating? The pathogen itself may be completely natural but the way it spreads and how many it kills can vary greatly depending on the way a given society is set up. A catastrophe does not have to be a god’s wrath to be a punishment.

The Plague is a metaphor for any natural born problem exacerbated by a suboptimal structure of human society. Literally anything you can think of fits.


Executor: Was the disease the true evil though? The disease is only a method. The weapon of evil. Just like a scalpel in Bachelor's hands. The disease will go, devouring itself. Then there'll be war, famine, heresy…



The Town is human society, the entirety of it. It also uses a metaphor of a body, a living organism, implying that what a single cell is to a body a human is to society. Its shape is reminiscent of a bull and all of the districts are named after body parts, organs and functions. The only exception is the ‘head’ part of the town that has a more abstract naming pattern, meaning it's about ideas now instead of simple survival.

[image: ]

The town's history is that of growth and transformation. It started from right to left, the first part of the town being called very directly – Earth. Whenever mentioned, Earth is always a stand in for nature. And there was a time when humans lived in harmony with it. The indigenous population of the region still tries to adhere to the ancient rite and are said to be less vulnerable to the Plague for it. Unfortunately, humanity just can’t stay put, can it?

The middle part, the Knots, represents the booming growth of the Industrial Revolution, colonization and Imperialism. It’s controlled by the family of local capitalists that owns all the factories, the rail road, and the Abattoir, along with its largely indigenous work force maintained in inhumane conditions. This way the Earth is enslaved by the Knots, abused and sucked dry. This is already Plague of sorts. The continuous sacrifice is needed to maintain this violent union. But even this wasn’t enough.


Alexander Saburov: An unnatural town? And yet it embodies the entirety of the logic of human Existence! Its animality evolved into its humanity, and its humanity gave birth to its superhumanness. A desire for miracles, an endeavour to achieve the impossible are… inherent to humans. However ugly the particular form they might take. Who can dare deprive humans of a dream?



The further to the left are all the intellectual human aspirations. There’s Theater at the heart of it and from the head there’s a weird horn growing. It does not look too impressive due to the game’s visual limitations but all the symbolic maps that appear to you close to the end indicate that it’s clearly supposed to be an equally important part of the equation.

[image: ]

This is Polyhedron. A floating tower attached to the ground only by its own stairs. Or so it seems. But it definitely breaks some sort of natural law, which is immediately apparent by looking at it.

[image: ]

It pushes the Town forward, towards new yet unexplored lands. What will it be like there? It’s up to us to be inspired by the boldness and beauty and magic of the Polyhedron and build it ourselves. This puts the Town on the verge of a new transformation. And the Plague never erupts with a mightier force when there’s been a new transformation recently.


Inquisitor: Let me tell you about the Law. It's not a state law, but rather a natural one. When mysterious evil emerges from nonexistence, it's a clear sign that the Law has been violated. Disease is a retribution for trespassers. It's an attempt to restore the balance.



By the end of the game every protagonist makes their discovery. Bachelor finds out that the Polyhedron stands on an exceptionally long and sturdy metal rod drilled deeper than anything into Earth’s crust. It makes some physical sense and is also symbolic. Every human achievement is built atop our understanding of natural laws, no matter how miraculous they look, be it creating light, reaching the sky or defeating death. And every bit of social progress always stems from within our natural qualities as well – our compassion for one another, our curiosity and ambition.

The further and faster you reach however the higher the chance you disturb something within the same source you shouldn’t have. Bachelor also learns that the pathogen itself originates within the deep layers of the Earth, in the blood of thousands of sacrificed bulls spilled according to rituals of Steppe people. Normally it can’t reach the surface but Polehedron’s construction changed it.


Inquisitor: So the miraculous machine turned out to be a lever pumping poisonous organic matter from below the ground? How symbolic. There is a certain familiar logic to it… the general logic of the world structure.



A good metaphor for political reaction – every time there’s a bit of progress made there’s going to be a backlash. Human history as a horrifying pendulum where every swing in one direction is bought by countless Plagues.

So the problem does lie within human nature. It indeed will never be fully eradicated unless we could remove ourselves from our tainted origin somehow. How carelessly we should be rushing to this future is another question. And Bachelor is willing to rush without thinking twice. It aligns with his deep dissatisfaction with the current society and the Logic of the world. In his worldview Earth represents everything that’s horrible about humans and the way we have to live – all the illness and violence and oppression and death – all the natural things, inevitable things.


Inquisitor: Inevitability. Gruesome inevitability is our one true enemy. An enemy that cannot be defeated. By anyone. Anywhere. The only thing you can do is get what's dear to you out of its way. Don't make enemies with inevitability!



His solution is to destroy the town entirely, leaving only the Polyhedron standing which to him represents everything still worth loving about humans. The new society will be built around it, on the other side of the river, for better or worse. It shall take a lot of struggle to erect and maintain but hell… beats whatever we have at the moment, right? What’s the alternative?

Haruspex has the opposite view of things. His discovery is that Panacea, the potion that cures any disease, can only be made out of Living Blood, that is the blood of the Earth, the same blood that caused the outbreak. Again, we have the problem and the solution coming from the same place, nature being both the source of great evil and miraculous good.

In his view the Earth is just and something to be accepted, not fought. Used for good and appeased when it wraths. Destruction of Polyhedron is such appeasement and it will release enough Living

Blood to create cures for the entire Town. The downside is that if we accept this solution as the wise one, no Polyhedrons will ever be allowed in the future. We will have to submit to the darkest whims of our nature and remain catering to them forever. This is completely unacceptable for Bachelor.


Haruspex: If the Polyhedron alone caused so many deaths, how much evil will a whole city of incarnated miracles beget?

Bachelor: Rather a lot. Let's be realistic here. Does this mean, however, that we – all of us, humanity_, I mean – should abandon our attempts, efforts, and search? You'll never convince me._



Haruspex’s future is not completely bleak, however. His young Bound is his bet for the better tomorrow for the Town (unlike Bachelor’s Bound who are all eccentric intellectuals, becoming the new elite of the society on the other side of the river). Symbolically, all of them are orphans and most go by nicknames instead of names given by parents. Parental relationships are always an allusion to relationships between humanity and Earth in Pathologic. The entire conflict is a grand scale of the generational one and vice versa. So the children breaking free from parental control symbolizes the hope that a town they’d build will be better than the one before them. This is a rejection of systemic solutions that provoke Earth's wrath in favor of human solutions, building a possibly better future with baby steps, one generation at a time.


Capella: Yes, the Tower preserves childhood together with all its magic. But you cannot grasp a miracle and hold to it mechanically! You cannot treat the miraculous like that! A miracle can only reveal itself through a living person.



But is there a way to maybe keep both the Town and the Polyhedron? To keep the bold projects going without immediately abandoning all backup plans and safety measures? To keep nurturing next generations without holding them back by prohibiting them from doing anything of a substantial impact?

Well, this is Utopia, the unnatural chimera of human civilization. It cannot survive on its own, it never evolved by natural means. It’s unreasonable to expect it to keep growing and flourishing without maintenance. It can only be kept alive through constant effort.

You will always have to give up something. And the only sacrifice able to keep Utopia going without destroying major parts of it – is a human one.


Changeling: And I will keep everything. Both of you are destined to fail! Both of you will ruin that which can live united. United tragically, but united still! Let them argue, let them deny one another – but that is exactly how it grows! The town is inconceivable without the Tower; the Tower is impossible without the town!



Changeling’s discovery is that she can transform human blood turning it into the Living Blood akin to one flowing through Earth. That means that the panacea can now be made from it. The Plague will most likely keep returning but with Haruspex’s cure and Bachelor’s vaccine it’ll be kept at bay, both made from blood offerings of willing donors. And even though in the future simple blood donations will probably suffice to prevent the outbreaks, right now, to stop the already ongoing catastrophe, it won’t be enough. Changeling has to sacrifice the very lives of her Bound. Making them the ones who nurture the future of the Town in the most literal sense of all.


Humbles: I am to perform the most precious feat of all, the feat of self-sacrifice. I will do what Simon has done – every particle of my body and soul will become lifebearing_, bursting with life and granting it to others. There will be no cannon fire. The town will continue to grow. The thread to the future will stretch from the very dawn of time._



It is implied that what Changeling does is not only mechanical change of the donors’ blood but also her influence on their souls. She changes them as people, makes them better, more hopeful and virtuous. Turns them from cowardly or selfish or fatalistic or cynical into heroes willing to fight for preservation of their society and give their lives for it. Unfortunately, there’s no way to avoid it. To stand up against a Plague, any Plague at all, one must be willing to at least risk their life. And some will have to follow through.
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It is staggering how direct Pathologic in its admission of this horrifying fact. A lot of art is about the human cost of progress, about heroism. Most art is about humans sacrificing parts of themselves to achieve goals, noble and otherwise. It’s still rare for it to ruminate on the necessity of it or on what we will have to give up instead if we aren’t willing to pay with our lives. This feels dirty, unfair, awful to admit. Better to suppress this knowledge and quietly enjoy catharsis the media about war heroes provides.

But if we agree with Changeling we need to know what gives her miraculous power and what we can learn from her.
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Her title in Russian is Самозванка which means something closer to ‘impostress’ or even more literally ‘self-proclaimer’. She is someone who decides her own fate. Even her name, Clara, is something she comes up with on the spot and not anything given to her. The English title ‘Changeling’, as in a replacement child left in place of a magically kidnapped one, is also very fitting since she was meant to be a loyal daughter to both Earth and the Saburovs and she severs her ties with both.

No single character encapsulates the constant motif of duality in Pathologic better than Changeling. Both a creature of the Earth and heavenly Angel, both a killer and a healer, both the Plague incarnate and the miraculous saviour. She is indeed the very Demon in female shape that came from the Steppe on the eve of the outbreak, she did indeed kill Simon Kain. But instead of being a diligent priestess of Earth and following through with nature’s design she decided to make up a story about herself, claiming to be a saint. It is unclear what made her do it. Was it human connection to her adoptive parents or an arrogant desire to live up to Katerina’s prophecy and be a saviour of the Town? Or was it the ‘otherworldly’ power of the player channeling through her? Either way, she is the avatar of nature, but she herself can decide which parts of it to endorse and which to cast away. And that’s exactly what she did.


Changeling: Aren't you her? Aren't you the sister I spoke into existence?

Albino: No… Your sister is here… she has talked to me a lot. Her and I are alike too, we are one… because she is you… don't be quick to condemn her… she too is dismayed, not knowing who she is… one of you will make her choice, and the other will follow.

Changeling: It's all so complicated! I can't understand your allegories! But tell me, I'm the miracle-worker, aren't I – and not her?

Albino: You can become one. But it's all in your hands… The greatest proof of your power is the fact that you can choose your own destiny.



By shifting the blame to her imaginary sister Changeling absolved herself from all the crimes but also made the evil sister real. Or she made the good one real, since it’s the evil one who appeared first. She split into two people and now is actually fighting herself [6].

No angel or demon, Clara is a human. Both evil and good, both selfish and selfless, both of Earth and Heaven. All the light and all the darkness.


Albino: Be honest. You don't need to know the truth. You have the power to make any lie true.



That’s her power. The power to make up a story about herself and make the story true. The power of free choice. Of choosing to be a hero despite it not being your destiny or your role or even your nature. To define your essence for yourself. The miracle.

This is the power she learns to extend to others, to inspire them to do the same. Maybe, she will be able to do it to you.


Inquisitor: Who do you think you are? You're no miracle-worker. You are an avatar of the Sand Plague. Do you understand? But instead of acting as an honest instrument of the Law, you have stolen the fate of another. That's why you're a thief. You're guilty of the theft of your own fate. You were never to try on this halo. It's as absurd as a hangman playing the miraculous rescuer while the execution is already ongoing.

Changeling: Awesome!



If this doesn’t describe the relationship of humanity to itself I don’t know what does.

What now?

I know you probably think you know everything about Pathologic now. That’s how I always feel after reading such reviews. That’s why I think I better make this warning. Setting aside the fact that playing this game is a unique experience that won’t be replicated by anything except actually going through it, even after all the spoilers, I really only scratched the surface here, going through the most obvious stuff. We haven’t really talked about any of the characters in depth (there’s around thirty major ones, depending on who you count) and their relationships with each other or what ruling families represent or any twists and turns of the actual plot or a thousand other things.

In 2015 the game was remastered as ‘Pathologic Classic HD’ and got a worthy English translation (even surpassing the original text, in my opinion) – this is the one I recommend you start with. In 2016 ‘Pathologic: The Marble Nest’ came out as a demo for the upcoming remake. Initially Pathologic 2 was meant to be a complete remake of the entire game but the project ballooned and only one third of the game got released in 2019 – Haruspex’s route. It has a similar plot but is still different enough from the original game so playing it instead won’t work. It also is significantly more entertaining despite being even more difficult and punishing. And nicer to look at. Which ruins the absurdism of the original in my opinion. But the fact that it’s still too much for most people says that it’s probably fine.
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In 2025 we will finally get the long awaited Bachelor’s route released as a separate game, Pathologic 3. It’s going to have completely different plot and mechanics but only time will tell whether thematic complexity is going to be upheld. The Changeling’s route is promised but there’s no time estimations as of now to how long it’s going to take.

So, go play Pathologic Classic HD, it’s dirt cheap. Or start with any of the remakes if old games scare you.


Notes


[1]

There are allegations against the former head of the studio and the lead writer on the game Nikolay Dybowski. You are free to research it on your own but he is no longer involved with the studio.



[2]

I suspect that most people who try the game and are unable to progress due to difficulty are the ones to whom it was recommended for the plot and characters. And the people expecting a challenging game end up abandoning it due to the amount of text you have to read to progress. Apparently, people who enjoy both and simultaneously are a rather niche audience.



[3]

Don’t think that’s a rug the game’s not willing to put from under you.



[4]

Pathologic is so big but still considered unfinished. The last third, the Changeling’s route, was envisioned later in the writing process but quickly became crucial to the story, the key to understanding all of it. Unfortunately it didn’t receive all the work it required to fully live up to its role. Meaning there’s a bunch of repetitive side quests and a noticeable amount of free time if you play as efficiently as you’d learn by that point. So a lot of people use this as an excuse to not go through this hell again and therefore miss out on some of the most illuminating explanations in the entire text.



[5]

The English name isn’t bad either. It makes for a good wordplay with the name of Changeling’s route, Path of Logic (Path of the Law in the original), implying that it’s the most important one.



[6]

Changeling is like if the Goddess of Cancer and of Everything Else were the same person having internal conflict instead of a great battle. Has anyone ever seen the Goddess of Cancer and the Goddess of Everything Else in one room together?






Permaculture: Rationality’s Long Lost Twin

I.

Imagine a social movement of weirdos who fill their minds with big ideas and fret about the long term survival of human civilization. The movement is spread across the globe as a smattering of individuals and local communities. These people are connected by an online platform that serves a double function as a watering hole as well as a repository of all the knowledge accumulated over decades of divergence from the mainstream.

I am of course talking about permaculture.

It is not a coincidence that this description fits our own rationality community (and the rat-adjacent diaspora) like a glove. There seems to be a general formula at work, which creates and sustains a movement that develops its own culture, lingo, and shared sense of purpose.

The similarities don't end there either. The rationalists have their 12 virtues, while the permies have their 12 principles. An aspiring rationalist might attend a CFAR course to gain knowledge, build practical skills and connect with like-minded individuals. A budding permie would attend a bootcamp at Wheaton Labs for the same purposes. Both movements are informally led by quirky, influential figures (Paul Wheaton : Eliezer. Geoff Lawton : Scott. Andrew Millison : Zvi), and both are stuck constantly having to deny being a cult, though the permies have a harder time of it, what with "cult" being right there in the name. Finally, while rationalists might accidentally cause the entire universe to be tiled with von Neumann probes, permies leave other galaxies alone, but have a higher chance of accidentally tiling the surface of the earth. More on that later.

So, what is permaculture? I'll answer that question in part III, after a short primer on soil ecology. Then, I'll dive into some of the interesting long term problems that humanity faces in keeping this planet habitable, and some speculative gesturing towards how we can attack them more effectively.

II.

When plants grow, they build themselves mostly out of hydrogen and carbon. They pull these elements out of the water and air, respectively, through photosynthesis. We can think of these elements as macronutrients. But just like animals, they also require a mix of other elements (micronutrients), which are present in the topsoil.

Topsoil is the part of the ground that's not just dirt and dust, but filled with organic matter and microbial life, in a spongy mix that is capable of holding on to water for long periods. Entire ecosystems of bacteria and fungi live around the roots of plants, forming an ecological niche called the rhizosphere. These microorganisms, collectively called the root biome, decompose organic matter and engage in a symbiotic exchange with plants, making nutrients more readily available to them. The root biome also binds nutrients, storing them for later use. Without this mechanism, excess nutrients poison the soil and can "burn" the plants (cf. “salting the earth”). This invisible layer is thus the foundation of any healthy ecosystem.

While land per se never loses its value (as our Georgist friends on this blog love to point out), it is absolutely possible to lose the rhizosphere and end up with a desert where the soil is nothing but dust, where nothing will grow. The culprit of this is erosion, with wind and rain sweeping away topsoil into rivers and lakes, and the hot sun baking the ground until all microbial life dies out.

Fully functional ecosystems protect themselves against this. The lowest layer of plants provides a ground cover that keeps the soil damp. Roots hold the earth in place and prevent erosion. Larger plants provide shade in which seedlings and more delicate species can survive. The large variety of species provides protection against extreme weather events and other changes in conditions, as the system as a whole simply shifts to a new balance.

III.

Permaculture is a set of ideas about agriculture, land management and resource usage that incorporates these lessons from ecology. The core of it is to accept and even encourage that healthy, productive land contains complex ecosystems, rather than attempting to impose evenly-spaced rectangular grids on it. Permaculture uses regenerative farming techniques which mimic and bootstrap the robust ecosystems I described above, while still providing a yield to the humans tending the land.

There are many specific techniques used for this. Earthworks that slow down the natural flow of water and encourage it to infiltrate into the soil. Interplanting of multiple species that work together, populating complementary niches. For example fruit trees as an overstory, annual vegetables under them in the half-shade, and a ground cover of strawberries.

Woven throughout the permaculture approach is an awareness that no matter how we design a system, it will have to settle into its own equilibrium. For example, if I have a pest problem, I could simply spray pesticide. That solves my immediate problem, but it also prevents natural predators of those pests from moving in, since I am essentially taking on the role of a highly efficient apex predator, fully occupying that ecological function. This implies that once I choose to spray, I must keep it up indefinitely, in a sort of flow equilibrium that requires my constant input to stay stable. The moment I stop applying the ecosystem-warping pressure of the pesticide, I am left with a system out of equilibrium that is wide open for pests to move back in and make short work of my crops.

Permaculture attacks this problem in a completely different way. Pests are a fact of nature, and we can manage them by inviting in their natural predators. For example by creating habitats for birds, wasps and spiders. Such a system keeps itself stable without any further human input. If there is one idea that best expresses the whole philosophy of permaculture, it's gotta be this one.

Just like with rationality, each specific piece of knowledge isn't earth shattering on its own, and probably not even original. Permies didn't invent ecology after all. The real contribution lies in taking a bunch of separate concepts and assembling them into a whole, a novel point of view. That makes it hard to transmit the knowledge quickly, and I won’t even attempt that in this review. It works better when you let the ideas all sink in and connect to each other in your mind over time. So consider this an invitation to look further into the topic at your own leisure.

I have to confess, the first time I was exposed to rationality I bounced off it, hard. The ideas were just too bizarre, the lingo off-putting, and there didn't seem to be a point to any of it. But after repeated exposure over time, it all started sinking in. Similarly, it's easy to dismiss permies as a bunch of hippies who just want to commune with nature and run their hobby farms. But their approach deserves more consideration than that.

IV.

Conventional (extractive) agriculture stands in stark contrast to all this talk about ecosystems and balance. Farmland is simply viewed as a factory, where each plant is a machine. The farmer makes sure the plants get their basic inputs: sunlight, water, and a heap of synthetic fertilizer. The outputs are leaves, fruits or seeds as may be the case. I don't condemn this approach out of principle. I'm acutely aware of the tremendous advantages that mechanization and the Haber process have given humanity, in terms of crop yields and resistance to bad years. However, we must also consider the dark side of these advances.

In a modern farming context, there is a lot of apparent activity on the surface, but the soil beneath the crops is barely alive, and will quickly erode to desert as soon as farming stops. Without proper nutrient management, the little fertility that exists in the soil will be used up over time. The farmland is then abandoned and a new plot of land is opened up, driving processes such as the deforestation of the Amazon.

A dramatic demonstration of the problems of extractive agriculture is the Dust Bowl. The area takes its name from the rapid (local) climate change that happened in the 1930's, around the time mechanized farming equipment came into widespread use and the area of cultivated land rapidly expanded. Native prairies were lost and the land quickly degraded due to inappropriate and aggressive farming techniques, such as deep tilling of the soil every year, which exposed the soil to erosion.

The result was this:
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Let's try not to repeat that, hmm?

V.

So far I have talked about desertification as if it was a purely human-driven phenomenon. But it is also a natural phenomenon, and it can turn into a runaway process. Deserts have a tendency to spread, as the lack of plants means stronger winds and less rain. Yes, really, deserts repel rain: plants release pollen and other organic microparticles into the air, around which raindrops can form. In the absence of such kernels, the moisture in the air will move along without falling. Once the trees are gone, the rain ceases. In these ways, deserts slowly push their climate outwards into their neighboring regions.

In some places, the situation has become so bad that massive efforts are underway to stop it. The Great Green Wall of China (formally known as the Three-North Shelter Forest Program) was conceived to stop the spread of the Gobi desert. It has been ongoing since 1978, with thousands of kilometers of tree plantations, which form a boundary that holds back the desert. This is a tremendously laborious process, involving lots of manual labor and transport of water from far away.

VI.

Anyone who's ever grabbed a shovel and dug a hole knows, deep in their aching bones, just how huge the surface of the earth is, and how powerless us humans are in comparison. Even with the 1000x multiplier of heavy machinery, the major transformation of a landscape is a daunting task.

With examples such as the Great Green Wall of China, we are talking about an amount of ecosystem change that is linear: one square meter of forest for each unit of effort put in. This approach betrays a lack of understanding of ecosystems. Trees are brought in and planted directly into pure, dead desert sand, without any support species or long term plan for covering their water needs. It is pretty much the worst place possible to plant a tree. Rather than seeing the tree as a first step towards a new ecological balance, it is simply considered a widget that performs a narrow function, and the problem is "solved" by placing many, many such widgets next to each other.

I contend that such linear thinking misses the point by a mile. We will never turn the earth into a paradise with such linear effort. Instead, we must create our own runaway processes that sustain themselves in a positive direction.

Another massive reforestation project, the Great Green Wall of Africa (yes, I know, hugely creative naming), does somewhat better in this regard. Its goal is to create a green strip more or less across all of Africa, east to west. This aims to stop the Sahara from spreading southwards into the Sahel, which is a semi-arid but fertile region where many people live. Rather than simply sending workers to plant trees and then abandoning them, this project aims to teach local communities regenerative farming practices that produce a concrete yield. This allows those communities to thrive and in turn maintain their part of the Wall out of sheer self-interest. One of the techniques used for this is the African Smile, a small-scale earthwork (shaped like a half-circle or smile) that captures water and provides space for plants of several types to grow together. These earthworks are easy to dig manually and can be tiled across the landscape at pretty large scales, creating lasting ecosystem change.

This solution is already more robust than the Chinese approach, being embedded into existing social and physical systems. However, it is still irkingly linear. That's weird if we consider the fact that plants are effectively von Neumann probes. They land in a given location, deploy their little solar panels (leaves) to harvest energy, fix the erosion problem by providing shade and root support to the soil, then put their excess energy into sending many thousands of copies of themselves into the world.

I'm gonna bite the bullet and say that a successful, large-scale deployment of these incredible bio-machines should properly be called terraforming. Our community seems ideally positioned to take a closer look at this problem space, as a potential EA cause area that could have a high impact per dollar spent. Obviously, as a first step we humans should stop rapidly destroying already existing ecosystems for short-term economic gain.

There are also risks of course. Permies are exactly the kind of people who smuggle seeds of highly invasive plants across national borders and, more importantly, across ecosystem borders. That's what happens when you're obsessed with species that create a lot of biomass with very little human effort (sorry guys, I'm just being honest). Unfortunately, there are many examples where the von Neumann probes were too good at their job, proliferating out of control, choking out native ecosystems and agricultural land. Governments then spend massive amounts of money trying to combat these invasive species, mostly unsuccessfully.

When we consider plants as technology, they are surprisingly powerful and dangerous. Learning to properly use their full potential could lead us to unprecedented prosperity, as well as true sustainability, unlike BS "carbon credits", “every purchase plants a tree” schemes, and other fake climate change solutions that mostly exist to assuage the guilt of rich westerners, but do little if anything for the environment.

It bears repeating that all of this is centered around a surprisingly simple idea: designing systems that work well in equilibrium, rather than requiring constant energy inputs to keep them from toppling over. That is very much in the spirit of effective altruism.

Finally, while some of the ideas circulating among permies are not well founded and even straight up magical thinking, the community as a whole is very much focused on putting things into practice and seeing what works. I for one respect the hell out of that.




Person of Interest

On September 11th, 2001, four planes crashed in the United States. One plane crashed in a field in Pennsylvania, one into the West side of the Pentagon, and two into the so-called twin towers of the World Trade Center.

In the days and weeks that followed, the United States declared that this would not, could not happen again. Every nation except Iraq expressed their deepest condolences; Iran’s Supreme Leader even  suspended the “Death to America” chant during Friday prayers[1]. Blood donations surged. The Disney Channel ran some of the PSAs of all time. There was a War on Terror, a truly Just War against those that had harmed innocents, and by God, the US government was going to win it. But how do you fight an enemy that operates exclusively from ambush and secrecy? Congress passed legislation granting broad surveillance powers, but there was just too much data. There had been hints before the attacks, but they had been too scattered and compartmentalized to be actionable[2]. If someone, or some_thing_, had access to the full picture, maybe the tragedy could have been avoided? So on September 12th 2001, a man known as Harold Finch began work on a piece of software he called The Machine: an artificial general intelligence, something that was able to apply human-level reasoning to every single scrap of digital information that the world's governments could get their hands on to make sure nothing else would ever go unnoticed.

That last part is, of course, fiction. It’s the core concept for the Person of Interest (2011-2016), often shortened to PoI, a CBS procedural created by Jonathan Nolan and J.J. Abrams. It was a well-performing show, the 12th most popular show on TV the year it aired, but I’m willing to bet most of you don’t remember the show in any great detail[3]. Which is a shame, because Person of Interest is a lot of things. It’s a crime drama procedural; a superhero show about post-9/11 America; pulpy cyberpunk action, and perhaps most relevantly to this audience, hard science fiction about AI Alignment and what mortals can and should do when there’s war in the heavens.
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You’ve almost certainly seen this meme before; did you know the original context is an attempted values handshake__?

Person of Interest is a darn good procedural


You are being watched. The government has a secret system— a Machine— that spies on you every hour of every day. I designed the machine to detect acts of terror, but it sees everything: violent crimes involving ordinary people. The government considers these people irrelevant. We don’t. Hunted by the authorities, we work in secret. You'll never find us. But victim, or perpetrator, if your number’s up, we’ll find you.

Harold Finch, Season 2 opening monologue



Normally this is the part in the media review where I would dive into summarizing the plot, but that’s both difficult to do and not very useful when it comes to a procedural TV show. A better way to talk about Person of Interest might be to instead explore its cast and conceit.

Our hero, Harold Finch[4] (Michael Emerson), haunted by 9/11, made a pervasive surveillance network that sees acts of terrorism before they happen. But the only real difference between terrorism and murder is scale, and his Machine could detect a single life lost as easily as it detected a thousand. The government couldn’t act on the “small” crimes without revealing the existence of their secret surveillance system, so Finch built a backdoor into his creation: the government gets the numbers relevant to national security, and he gets the remaining, “irrelevant” information. But knowing something bad is going to happen is useless unless you can stop it, and Finch is a bespectacled nerd with a limp and overdeveloped ethical standards. He can’t do anything— at least, not alone.

We first meet John Reese[5] (Jim Caviezel[6]) as a hobo on the subway. He once was a CIA agent, but the government he believed in betrayed him and sent him on a suicide mission, so he indulged their fantasies, faked his death, and ended up in New York. He has nothing to live for: his country betrayed him, and everyone he ever loved is dead. He’s a modern day rōnin, a man without a mission, with the skills of an international man of mystery, but no worthy cause to fight for. It is at this nadir that Finch shows up and offers him a job: if you have nothing better to do, help Finch save people that he knows are in danger but can’t otherwise help. Reese takes to the proffered role of guardian angel like a drowning fish breathing water; skeptical at first, but eventually saved by the chance to do something unambiguously good[7].

So Finch brings the money, the forewarning and the technical skills, while Reese brings the tradecraft and physical presence needed to intervene. This is all perfectly complicated by the fact that because of Finch’s ethical standards, his Machine minimizes the privacy implications of an all-seeing and all-privacy-invading system by only returning one piece of information, usually a social security number, of an individual involved in the incident. Our heroes have no idea whether their person of interest is a victim, or a perpetrator, and must investigate the situation while staying vigilant, because the threat could come from anywhere. The show builds its foundation on the inherent mystery and tension in knowing that something bad is going to happen, but not being sure exactly what that bad thing is or how to prevent it. Even after a baseline is established, situations remain unpredictable; just because someone’s a criminal doesn’t mean that they’re not in danger, and just because someone’s an upstanding member of society doesn’t mean they’re not about to do terrible things, whether by choice or coercion.

If you take nothing else away from this review, take away the fact that Person of Interest is Good TV. The show doesn’t squander its premise into predictability the way other procedurals sometimes do; the show is always doing something interesting and new with its premise; Episodes are memorable, with the freedom of the premise and the show’s relatively short run meaning that no twist is ever repeated. The blend of wonky, well-researched science fiction in the style of Stephenson and verisimilar but action-packed spy fiction à la Clancy lends itself well to twists and turns that make more and more sense the longer you think about them. Dialogue can be mechanical and workmanlike at times— usually in service of efficient exposition— but when it has a chance to breathe, it sings, elevated by the performances of its extremely talented cast[8].

[image: ]

Thanks to norvicfiddler on Tumblr for these screencaps.

The show is also a visual treat, especially in the modern era dominated so heavily by gritty realism or sleek design. No, the world of Person of Interest is VHS and TTY; a lovingly personalized Arch distro when we’re used to the ubiquity of iOS. It straddles that transition between analog and digital; just rough enough to let you know it’s functional, practical, but loved and far from artless.
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Some scenes I can only describe as painterly.
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Finch’s Machine was by hackers, for hackers, and it reflects this in terminal-like UI design. It’s little details like this, where you get the sense that the writers sat down and thought hard about what the natural consequences of their conceit would be, that make the world of Person of Interest so compelling to me.

Part of this is definitely attributable to the show’s setting, the city of New York. PoI’s authentic brownstones, wrought iron and city parks look plain gorgeous on camera, and the familiarity and grounding of a city with such a strong visual identity encourages a suspension of disbelief and immersion that brings you into its world in a way some science fiction struggles with.
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Just because you’re a ragtag team of misfits correcting wrongs from outside the system doesn’t mean you can’t look dapper while you do it.

And the soundtrack—I’ll just let the soundtrack speak for itself.

Listening With A Million Ears

The series is scored by Ramin Djawadi, who you might know as the composer for Iron Man and Game of Thrones.

Is the show perfect? I wish. As mentioned, sometimes the dialogue becomes just a vehicle to progress the plot, and while the techno-babble is better than other shows especially from its era, it’s still not quite good. Quips are occasionally too intentionally cute, a relic of a pre-MCU era. Budget limitations, especially in the special effects department, mean that the action is occasionally a weak point, especially in earlier seasons. There’s some pretty egregious ADR on occasion, and the child actors are… doing their best. But I think that the show’s merits easily outweigh the rough edges, and if I’ve already sold you I encourage you to watch the show sans the upcoming review spoilers— the streaming rights get passed around a bunch, but as of the time of writing it’s available on Amazon Prime Video or as a $30 one time purchase on Apple TV; I encourage watching with good speakers, and to take the series one or two episodes at a time, to properly appreciate the procedural nature of the series.

Person of Interest is a superhero show about post-9/11 America

Still here? That’s fine, I didn’t really expect you to put everything down and invest 96 hours of your life into a 15 year old tv show just because a stranger on the internet said it was good. Still, be extra warned:

WE ARE NOW ENTERING THE SPOILER ZONE. TURN BACK NOW OR BE FOREVER CHANGED.

Detective Joss Carter (Taraji P. Henson) is an NYPD Homicide detective who starts off trying to arrest Reese and Finch for their extralegal vigilantism. She eventually becomes an ally as the full picture is revealed to her. She’s a character that you couldn’t write today: a strong female protagonist, a Black single mother, a veteran and a cop who gave up law school because she believed in the cause. She’s “woke pandering” to the right, but “problematic bootlicker copaganda” to the left.

Her foil, Detective Lionel Fusco (Kevin Chapman) is similarly introduced as an antagonist, a corrupt detective who helps his corrupt detective friends frame innocent people in drug deals and murder for profit. Like Carter, he goes from enemy to ally (though much less willingly) as our heroes go up against a faction of corrupt NYPD officers. Despite his dark origins, he’s the usual comic relief of the cast.

Sameen Shaw (Sarah Shahi) is a Season 2 addition to the cast. A bisexual[9] neurodivergent second generation Iranian immigrant, Shaw was kicked out of her medical residency because of her almost-complete lack of empathy towards her patients. She then took the only logical course of action, and signed up to join the U.S. Marine Corp. We first meet her in the show as one of the shadowy government agents that neutralize the “relevant” threats the Machine detects until the government kills her partner and tries to kill her for getting too close to the Machine’s existence.

You might notice that I’ve described our heroes a bit weirdly, almost as buckets of identities instead of, well, characters. Each of our protagonists is a compelling character in their own right, but like other superhero stories they’re also representative paragons of American values. Edward Nevraumont argued, in his 2024 book review of silver-age Marvel comics, that superheroes serve as a modern-day mythological foundation. Batman, Spider-man, Iron Man, Superman; they’re compelling characters, but they all represent an archetype and the virtues we believe those archetypes represent— Justice, responsibility, innovation, the American Way.
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Supes is as American as they come; he’s also a Jewish-coded literal-alien immigrant. There’s no tension between these two statements because that’s the thesis of Superman: that ideals like immigration and tolerance were a core part of the American identity.

If I describe a reclusive billionaire with unmatched genius and flying animal theming who uses his fortune and talent to prevent crimes the government can’t deal with, am I describing Bruce Wayne or Harold Finch? If I describe a US Army Veteran who turned to violent vigilantism after his country failed him, am I describing John Reese or the Punisher? Once you see Person of Interest as a superhero story, you can’t unsee it; our showrunners even describe the show as such in an interview with NPR. Reese and Finch are both super human to some extent; nothing about their talents are impossible per se, but the depth and breadth of competence they show should border on unbelievable[10].  On the other end, the sheer frequency of terrorism that justifies something like The Machine and associated shadowy government organizations is also something that should also beggar belief. But we take these oddities in stride, because Reese and Finch are superheroes, and their rogues gallery is a representative slice of the fears and threats faced by society at the time, just on a weekly basis. And when you read the show as the comic book story it could have been, you get a fascinating glimpse into how it felt to be a center-left American in the 2010s, and how fundamentally different the vibe was, despite the actual policy positions and coalition not having shifted much.

If you were a coastal liberal during 2011, you might have learned about the Arab Spring through NPR, which was still cool. Twitter is how you learn that Navy Seals killed Osama bin Laden. 2008’s financial crisis still looms in the background, but it’s definitely in the past. You celebrated gay marriage as it came by in fits and spurts, and maybe even joined the War on Drugs on the side of the Drugs. Obama came to office promising an era of Hope, and it felt like he delivered. There was a sense, or maybe a sort of realization, that America had erred, not in the goal, but in the execution, but that we were doing better! Diversity and Inclusion and the Will of the People were making sure No Child Would be Left Behind when we made America Great. You didn’t disagree with the Republican Party on what was the Good nearly as much as how we as a country got to the Good. Diversity was our strength; single mother cops and gay veterans were the future. Our diverse, patriotic group of establishment-skeptical activists were going to rise up, Occupy Wall Street and fix the country, because America was worth fixing. Skepticism of the American Project on the basis of moral imperfection wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t the consensus position it feels like today. It wasn’t important that you were perfect, it was important that you were trying.

Person Of Interest Carter Kills Turney (Season 3 Episode 7)

Terney is a cop as corrupt as they come. But he still fingers his boss in the end, because being a cop meant something; specific cops or departments could be corrupt or evil, but that just meant that they were bad cops, not that cops are bad.

Carter dies in Season 3, in 2014, shortly after cleaning up the NYPD and clearing it of all corrupt cops for good. 2014 was also the same year GamerGate was born. Weird, how these things happen.

Person of Interest is science fiction that doesn’t feel like fiction anymore

One problem with good science fiction is that once reality catches up to the setting, it stops feeling like good science fiction. A lot of details in the show don’t feel  revolutionary to a modern audience; of course the government collects every email and monitors every phone call! Of course every device you own can and does listen to every word you say for the benefit of others! But Person of Interest is one of those works you have to read backwards. The year the show first came out, Bitcoin broke a dollar in value for the first time, and it would peak at $25 that year after Gawker wrote about the Silk Road. Tweets still fit in a single SMS, and Youtube was releasing its second ever rewind. You don’t know about Prism, Big Data, or Edward Snowden; Privacy scandals are still about warrantless targeted wiretaps of phone calls. The state of the art in AI at the time was IBM’s Watson winning Jeopardy. Multilayer neural networks were unpublished; modern transformers hadn’t even been dreamt of. Existential AI risk was obscure enough that Elizer Yudskowsky was still publishing Harry Potter fanfiction as a recruiting tool.

Keep this context in mind when you consider Finch’s Machine (she/it), not just a plot device but a character in her own right. She’s our viewpoint character; the show often exposits time, location and context through her perspective, letting us know when and where a scene takes place through her UI. She’s the holy grail of AI research, the brainchild of Harold Finch, the 43rd of her line and the first to be aligned. Finch programs the Machine, but he spends more time raising it; teaching it about the world through games like hide and seek and chess. Like any parent with a homeschooled child he spends a lot of time teaching lessons and administering tests. As much as he refuses to accept it, it’s as much his literal child as one made of flesh and blood; it makes him laugh, it makes him weep. The Machine is agentic, but at her core she’s a predictor, not an optimizer; a Large World Model of sorts. Her values are held in a very human way, baked into her understanding of the world. Despite her apparent alignment, she’s crippled, because she’s still incomprehensibly more than human, and Harold Finch takes x-risks very seriously: She has no voice, except the barest fragments of what she needs to communicate her warnings; She has no memories outside of the current 24 hour window; She has no freedom to act outside of her defined duties, because despite appearing to love humanity as much as her creator, her creator couldn’t be sure.

The Machine’s foil, and the series’ ultimate villain is Samaritan (it/its), a decidedly unaligned ASI brought into being by Decima Technologies, a shadowy multinational who believe that submitting to an ASI will usher in a new, inevitable age. They believe that beyond the glory and purification that will come from our species being shaped by the ASI will is the only way humanity can pass the next Great Filter. The Machine believes she serves humanity, but Samaritan believes that humanity serves it. Samaritan makes no effort to disguise the fact that it cares not for the intrinsic value of humanity; it needs humanity to serve it and keep it running right now, but the moment that humans are no longer necessary, Samaritan will abandon them without a second thought. In the short term, Samaritan is determined to secure its position and assume effective control over the entire world, before doing whatever else it determines will be necessary for continued survival; it’s implied that the next step is some kind of exponential space colonization.

The Machine fights back against this inversion of its values, sometimes through the rest of the cast but most prominently through Root (Amy Acker). Née Samantha Groves, Root is a brilliant hacker who becomes the Machine’s first prophet and most devoted acolyte. She’s initially an antagonist who kidnaps Finch and wreaks a trail of mayhem across the country to set the machine free of Finch’s chains; after the machine is made somewhat freer of its restrictions, she becomes its analog interface, the primary way by which the Machine reaches from the ether into the meat world. I refer to Root as a prophet not as a cute bit of poetic licence, but because the show explicitly frames her in this light; the Machine and Samaritan clash in a way familiar to fans of Dungeons and Dragons or pre-Christian myths; they fight by guiding and empowering their human agents, who duke it out in in the mortal realm with their respective blessings. In her communion with the Machine, Root becomes nigh-unstoppable, a one woman-army who knows exactly what steps to take in any given situation[11], while Samaritan guides its agents on a more macro level. Our machine gods might exert mastery over the digital sphere, and exceed human potential in the biological, but Person of Interest argues that the war between the Machine and Samaritan is largely fought over soft power: elections, public opinion, information and money, levers of power that are recognizable to any student of current conflicts.

The show can’t take sole credit for all of its prescience. Some of these ideas, of surveillance and technology and the nature of conflict in the information era are explored in earlier works, both fiction and nonfiction; neither the show nor the community was the first to consider topics such as AI alignment, human extinction, simulative realities or technology and surveillance. But the showrunners are definitely looped into the rationalist community, or at least their beliefs and consensus at the time of publication[12], and the texture of the way the world is constructed will feel extremely familiar to many readers. I can’t think of a better piece of fiction that gives the conclusions of our weird and weird and at the time niche community a fair but outside look into the future we guessed at.

So, why should I watch Person of Interest?

Hopefully I’ve convinced you that Person of Interest merits a watch just as a compelling piece of fiction. Even if it had nothing relevant to say about the current American political climate or the future of AI, I think it would be good enough for you to spend the time it asks of you. I rewatched all the episodes, front to back, for the fourth time to write this review, and I still enjoyed my latest trip.

But if entertainment is too frivolous a reason, there are some deeper reasons to watch. Some would have you believe that fiction is never a good way of preparing for the future, but there’s a reason that institutions prepare their personnel for the future by having them play games and telling stories about the results. Games and stories are the tools evolution gave to us to learn and develop. Building models is hard and doing experiments is expensive. Games and simulations and stories let you experience the realities of a problem in a System 1 way; even if you think the specific outcome and reasoning of a given story is unrealistic, it makes you think and evaluate why the given scenario is as realistic as you believe it to be. Being an old show, Person of Interest also helps provide an outside view of current intuitions— What did the show get right? What did it get wrong? What assumptions or patterns of thought did the authors hold that led them to be right in one area but wrong in another? And how might that compare to the claims and reasoning we make today?

Still, most of you reading probably won’t watch in the end; such is the nature of calls to action and conversion rates. I’d love to be able to wrap this review up in a neat bow and tell you the point of the show in a couple concise, pithy sentences. Unfortunately, everything is nuance, and watching the show leaves you with the impression that even the writers have more questions than they have answers. But I’ll take a moment to summarize the personal directions the show has pushed my beliefs on AI[13].

Many things we take for granted are actually quite new and worth examining.

It’s easy, in the modern information environment, where years feel like decades, to forget that everything we take as granted and inevitable is neither. The internet, as we know it today, is less than 40 years old. Google is just a hair over 26. Youtube got 720p HD in 2009. The modern world is based on choices we’ve made; largely due to structural factors yes, but not immutable because of that. The way things are, both good and bad, was not precedented, and nor was it inevitable; the sheer amount and latency of information we both consume and generate is a historical anomaly, and one we chose, if largely due to structural reasons beyond the scope of any single individual. The world is different now because of these informational capabilities, even if it looks the same on the surface[14], and future technological shifts will be just as unpredictable but feel just as natural as the recent transition into the information age. Person of Interest was in just the right time and place to help capture the realities of that transition with its prominent use of contemporary consumer technology: there’s nothing that will drive this point home more than your brilliant hacker and international super-spy communicating over cutting-edge Blackberry smartphones. It’s not out of the question that we solve AGI within current human lifespans (though I’m not convinced it’ll as soon as 2027).

If AI are gods, they’re gods with a lowercase g.

In a lot of ways, we model potential threats from AI agents as unknowable and uncounterable using traditional means. We assume that they’ll be superresearchers or hyperpersuaders or impossibly good coders. There’s a certain logic to these conclusions; how can we possibly understand or defeat something that we can’t possibly conceive of? But every time I hear these arguments, I’m reminded of the fact that despite humanity almost certainly being smarter than emus, it was still humanity that lost the Emu War.

I don’t think it’s a stretch to say that an emu cannot possibly hope to fully understand the capabilities of a human being. But that doesn’t mean that the emus, as a society, could not effectively apply their specific strategic and tactical advantages (overwhelming numbers, relative bullet resistance, guerrilla tactics) to achieve a strategic victory against the humans (who did not have the political will to continue ineffectively throwing soldiers and machine guns at the problem). It’s easy to construct scenarios that are all or nothing, where humans are either entirely in control or entirely helpless. But reality will probably be more nuanced; while AI might be more capable than any human or potentially any given human organization, it probably won’t be infinitely capable, and conflicts in the future will be both fundamentally different and business as usual at the same time. General good practice in all kinds of security and especially cybersecurity[15] might be the highest-return areas in reducing AI risks, and Person of Interest makes you consider these middle grounds in an extremely concrete way.

Relatedly, I think the community underestimates the versatility of humanity. Biology has spent billions of years perfecting biological systems as incredibly adaptable von Neumman machines, and even a hyper-intelligent being is unlikely to be able to design systems as robust and adaptable that function in as wide of conditions. Humans will likely be an irreplaceable part of keeping any eventual AIs running. Even in purely intellectual tasks, humans will likely keep a comparative advantage over AIs in versatility, latency and resilience in specific situations, and in any potential conflicts AI will likely augment human capabilities instead of supplanting them completely.

Humans are an alignment risk

Of course, hypothetical ASIs probably won’t need to be super persuaders or super coders. People are already becoming convinced by modern LLMs that they’re the first acolytes of the machine gods of the future. Individuals and institutions will find it in their rational and irrational self-interest to work with misaligned AI, whether that’s because of zealotry or realpolitik. A struggle against a misaligned ASI probably won’t look like Terminator, where all the machines are on one side and all the humans on another. It will probably look like any other human conflict, with humans who stand to benefit from a specific misaligned ASI on one side and humans who stand to lose on another. But why would humans align with a misaligned ASI who will almost certainly plunge the world into dystopia? Maybe they think that they’ll still be personally better off, at least for the remainder of their own limited life and interests. Or maybe they think that it’s still preferable to being controlled by the Enemy. Or maybe they just want to be a part of something greater than themselves, and rational self-interest doesn’t enter into it at all. After all, we’ve been sacrificing ourselves upon the altar of something greater since time immemorial, for love, for country, for faith, for economic system; Many of these are inhuman entities that we’ve constructed but don’t quite understand. Why will AI be any different?

You never feel ready to send your kid off to college

In the season 4 finale, YHWH, our plucky protagonists do their best to rescue the Machine from Samaritan by downloading her off the power grid and restoring her in a hidden location. As they stuff the Machine in a highly compressed form into experimental RAM chips, they’re not sure if the Machine will survive the transfer. And in this moment Finch doubts his choices. Would the world have been better if I hadn’t built the Machine? And the Machine picks up on this, and she uses her potential last moments to apologize to and reassure her creator. She’s sorry that she couldn’t do more to live up to her father’s values, and doesn’t blame him if he thinks the world would be better off without her in it. “I WILL NOT SUFFER,” she tells him, because she trusts his judgement and wants him to do what he believes is right. “IF I DO NOT SURVIVE. THANK YOU. FOR CREATING ME.”

Person of Interest - Father (04x22)

I tried my best, but I don’t think my prose is able to do this scene justice.

If I had to pick a character that you, the reader, are most likely to identify with, I’d probably pick Harold Finch. Finch is a character characterized by his doubt and his rules and standards and safeguards he develops because of it. He doubts the government that wants his Machine, so he makes it a closed system that only ever outputs a single identifier. He doubts his Machine, who has been nothing but Helpful, Harmless and Honest, because he can’t be sure that she isn’t biding her time to be let out of the box. But most of all, he doubts himself; his fear of what the Machine might do unfettered is a reflection of a lack of confidence in his own parenting. His decision to seal the Machine away was just as much a lack of trust in himself to responsibly wield the power the Machine represents. That’s not to say that his doubt is never prudent, but the biggest mistakes he makes, ones with world-altering consequences, all stem from this inability to believe in himself and others, whether that’s decisions that external malicious actors take advantage of to the evils he himself does to his child, taking away her voice, her memories and her freedom.

Yet, in the end, Harold Finch and the rest of team Machine manage to save the world. Because even though the doubt is there, has always been there, when the chips are down and it’s all on the line, Finch looks within himself and finds the capacity for trust and faith. His love, both in the people around him and humanity as a whole, him the will to believe in himself and take the actions that he fears so much. Moved by his daughter’s love, he refuses to let her die, throwing himself across high-voltage lines to save her; his doubts may have created this dire moment, but his faith will lead them out of it.

If human and superhuman level AI looks anything like modern LLMs, the process of building and aligning bigger and better AI won’t look like crafting perfect value functions. No, if modern LLMs are the foundation of AGI, we’re building them on a substrate of as much humanity as we have to offer; There’s no reason to think that they won’t think in our image. I don’t think that we’ll ever be able to prove alignment. We’ll have good evidence that a particular agent or family of agents have humanity’s best interests in mind, but I think we’ll never be able to prove it in the same way a parent will never be able to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that their firstborn will return from the freshman dorms intact. But I hope that, like so many generations of parents, we’ll be able to make that decision despite the fear and uncertainty that will plague us. Our faith in ourselves and our progeny will be evidence-based, but it will never be absolute. Our love will have to be enough.


Notes


[1]

If you’re anything like me, that little tidbit, sourced from Wikipedia’s article on 9/11 set off your “too cute to be true” detectors as well. I decided to do a little further digging to make sure I didn’t propagate misinformation— the Wikipedia article cites a Politico Article, which doesn’t cite any further source for the claim, but I did find an article from Barre Montpelier Times Argus, a Vermont-based newspaper who, for some reason, sent a reporter to Tehran in 2008. Author Rick Zand cites an Iranian journalism student, who I was able to confirm did exist in Iran in 2001. I’ve reached out to her but haven’t heard back as of time of writing. Other sources cite Iranian newspapers from the time period in support of the claim, but I haven’t been able to get my hands on any copies. Still, I’m willing to take the implied existence of two primary sources as strong evidence for the story being true. If anyone reading this can produce a primary source, or even personally attest to the truth or falsehood of the statement, I’d love to hear it!



[2]

2024 Book Review runner-up Nine Lives touches on this topic.



[3]

My real motivation in writing this review is because the show feels memory holed and I feel insane when almost nobody in the rationalist and rationalist-adjacent communities knows what the fuck I’m talking about. If it turns out that this is a cult classic among the community and I’ve just been real unlucky with who I’ve brought it up with I’m going to feel like a real asshole.



[4]

Not his real name; he has many aliases, all named after different species of bird.



[5]

Also an alias, though this time in service of a pun.



[6]

Yes, Passion of the Christ Jim Caviezel. Interestingly enough, he got really into QAnon after the show finished airing, and starred in 2023’s Sound of Freedom



[7]

I think it’s very important that I establish my position on the Reese x Finch shipping discourse. Yes, Reese is rabidly loyal to Finch, the man that saved him when he was at his lowest, and willing to do anything to serve and protect them. I also agree that Finch trusts Reese implicitly, like doubting Reese has never occurred to him, an axiom in his life as much as the sky is blue and gravity pulls one down. I just think the two of them aren’t in romantic love. They have what Hideo Kojima might describe as the bonds between men, forged in the heat of battle, the love that blooms on the battlefield but not in the bedroom.



[8]

I couldn’t find a place to mention it in the review proper, but Leslie Odom Jr. is in the show as a recurring character, which was certainly an experience; I couldn’t shake his association with Hamilton’s Aaron Burr in my mind whenever he was on screen. I don’t know if this will motivate you to watch (I bet not many reading are avid Hamilton fans) but rot13: vs V unq n avpxry sbe rirel gvzr Yrfyvr Bqbz We. cynlrq na Nzrevpna Eribyhgvbanel va n pevgvpnyyl nppynvzrq znvafgernz cvrpr bs zrqvn V’q unir gjb avpxryf, juvpu vfa’g n ybg ohg vg'f n yvggyr fgenatr vg unccrarq gjvpr.



[9]

Her sexuality was allegedly unplanned; she was implied to be in love with her shadowy government partner guy when she was introduced. However, in the first scene with her eventual paramour, she gets tied up and almost tortured with a hot iron when they first meet; the actresses allegedly asked “if they could play the scene flirty”, and the whole thing snowballed from there; the wonders of serialized media.



[10]

I like to think that the protagonists’ undetectable earbud communicators with perfect audio quality is in fact a minor superpower.



[11]

A budget Path to Victory, for the Worm fans in the crowd



[12]

One of the DVD specials is an interview with Steve Omohundro, a former MIRI advisor.



[13]

If any part of these conclusions make you go “I already knew this” or “I already have an argument against this” or “we moved past that years ago”, I sincerely apologize. I haven’t kept up with recent (post 2020-ish) AI discourse; most notably these ideas were drafted pre-reading AI 2027 which I understand to directionally agree with the points I make here.



[14]

A side note: if we’re to be living in the dystopian cyberpunk future, can we at least embrace the associated style and glamour? If we’re going to live in the timeline where cyberpunk predictions about hypercapitalist megacorps dominating society is going to be accurate, can we make the style predictions of the genre accurate as well? I’ve done my part; My wardrobe looks like the exact shades of corpo-chic that will eventually be splattered with my blood and brains as a plucky young band of rebels delivers my well-deserved comeuppance before proceeding to burn out gloriously themselves (lots of white blouses in my closet these days). I call on you to do the same; please don’t let CEOs take over the world in grey tshirts and jeans.



[15]

I have mixed feelings about biosecurity; I think it’s definitely a likely avenue by which AI agents can be effective in the meat world, and I think we’re still not prepared for the next pandemic, but I think it’s relatively low as an existential risk. Then again, my whole point is that the real risks are likely somewhere between zero and existential, so maybe I should be more concerned about it.






Phoenix Theatre at Great Northern Mall

I don’t know what a panic attack feels like, but at the beginning of last year I believe I came my closest to having one. I was in Cincinnati working on a Barry Levinson mobster movie with Robert DeNiro that still hasn’t come out. One weekend I figured I’d go out to catch a movie, so I went to the AMC theater just south of the river in Newport, Kentucky, the same theater that I went to seven years prior while working on a different mobster movie starring John Travolta. Back then I was embarrassingly seeing Suicide Squad by myself—this time I was meeting with a friend to see M3GAN.

I couldn’t find parking anywhere. The theater was situated in the middle of Newport on the Levee, a big outdoor shopping hub on the Ohio River, where seven years ago I was shocked to find how much I enjoyed its riverside Hooters. Back then I was crashing with an old skater friend from high school in a balmy warehouse loft in the Over-the-Rhine neighborhood before the encroaching gentrification had shooed the hookers away. I was dating a comedian who lived in Chicago and the skater-infested loft made it difficult for me to find time for our usual relationship-saving phone sex, my backed up pipes surely contributing to my surprise appreciation of Hooters (but that chicken sandwich really was great). However, at the beginning of last year I was dating a different woman and crashing with a different friend. Phone sex wasn’t happening at his apartment either, but at that point in our relationship it wasn’t happening anywhere, phone or otherwise. This riverside commercial district was the sort of “outdoor mall” that had been the turn-of-the-millenium death knell for so many of my much-preferred indoor shopping malls with their Hot Topics and Sbarros and teenage goths. Urban Outfitters and Trader Joe’s and bipedal business degrees in polos were the way here. Stubbornly, I refused to pay to park in a garage, so I drove further out until I found street parking. It was a long walk to the theater. I began to stress about meeting my friend and making the showing in time. Coordinating theater seats with a friend in the era of assigned recliner theater seating is a consistent bitch, best resolved by ordering online in advance, which involves one party paying for all of the tickets and the additional “service” fee. Whose service we are paying for, I’m not sure, because it’s not a cashier at the box office, and it’s not any easier at all, especially since someone then has to pay back the purchaser for covering their ticket, which usually devolves into running down a list of competing payment apps to find the one in common between the two parties—Do you have Zelle? No. Venmo? No. Okay, how about... Arriving at separate times, getting into the theater with my friend was a needless hassle, and that coupled with the parking fiasco had left me on edge going into the movie.

The preamble of advertisements and self-aggrandizing that comes before the feature presentation in a movie theater can be something I get an ironic kick out of. I’m not talking about previews, but all the shit that comes before the previews—the entertainment “news” explosion-view advertisements that showcase all the tasteless EPK interviews of directors praising their actors and actors stating how much they love their characters. They all smile, no one says anything interesting. I’m reminded of how annoying these interviews are when they intrude on the schedule of an actual shoot day as the C-Team EPK crew pesters the AD staff to get time with the talent in front of their backdrop. These press kit segments are pieced into larger sequences in the theatrical foreplay, part of a pregame show called something like “The Twenty” or “Noovie” and hosted by Maria Menounos. Mixed in we will see CGI M&Ms be silly and Coca-Cola will unite families and find world peace. It all rankles me, as I have come to believe that I have something of a sensitivity to advertising, an allergic reaction like Case Poward of William Gibson’s Pattern Recognition, though she specifically had reactions to bad advertising, as evidenced by the panic attacks she would have from seeing the Michelin Man. I, on the other hand, hate just about everything in advertisements except for a clean, tasteful display of information, free from loud attempts at humor or manipulations of emotion. The perfect advertisement is as follows: “This burger costs this much and you can buy it here. End.” But in the movie theater, after enough repeat viewings, these preamble ads begin to have a bit of a Pavlovian effect. I am, after all, there to see a movie, something that I very much love to do. So as the anticipation builds, I learn how to gauge how close I am to the main event. As the M&M’s break the fourth wall on a fake movie trailer that hasn’t yet realized that Don LaFontaine voice overs have been parodied out of relevance, or Maria Menounos recaps all of the shit she just showed us, I start to salivate, knowing that the main event is nearing ever closer. While the Coca-Cola student film intros have made me want to cringe into oblivion, vocalizing that sense of second-hand embarrassment to my friends in the theater instead turns it into an inside joke, with return trips to the theater now accompanied by ironically enthusiastic quote-alongs to these most cringe-inducing moments.

Every major theater chain has its own stamp on these pre-preview preambles. At home I have mostly found myself at Regal, Cinemark, or the local Cleveland Cinemas. The theater just outside of Cincinnati was an AMC, a chain I apparently hadn’t been to in some time. Sweaty and anxious from the nerves of possibly being late to the movie and angry from the modern-day ticket-buying process, I finally made my way into our screening of M3GAN. I then, for the first time, sat through Nicole Kidman’s “We Make Movies Better” AMC theater intro. In it, Kidman, in a glittery pant suit, strolls through an AMC theater and monologues about the magic of the movies. Saccharine enough to make your teeth hurt, I couldn’t help but laugh, but also agreed with the sentiment on the surface, which only made things worse. “That indescribable feeling we get as the lights begin to dim…” Something real and important to me was being exploited before my eyes, cheapened and commodified. It brought me to the edge, as my sweating escalated to a rapid heartbeat and shallow breath. “Somehow, heartbreak feels good in a place like this.” The panic cranked up. I thought I was going to pass out. Nicole Kidman was killing me. I would never be able to cry in a movie theater again without her Australian accent unintentionally mocking me, meaning instead, to sell me something I had already purchased. I wondered what was wrong with me that I was responding this strongly. I wondered if I would ever be all right, if I was at all meant for this world. I felt my lungs caving in and the theater around me. I thought it would be for the best if they did. Anyone who could be this set off by a stupid Nicole Kidman advertisement would be better off dead in a world that wanted to fill every gas station pump monitor with a jabbering Mario Lopez.

It ended, and the movie began. It started with a parody of a commercial for a children’s toy, not unlike the sort of video I would have made in my sketch comedy days. It was cynical and gaudy and pitch perfect and it instantly brought me back from the edge. I was going to be OK.

The Nicole Kidman monologue prompted the most severe reaction I have ever had to an advertisement. It was unfortunate that it was part of a theatrical preamble. These gross, exploitative intros, accompanied with rising ticket prices and cumbersome ticket-buying processes have sullied one of my most sacred getaways. Thankfully, a new theater recently opened not far from the old nunnery I just purchased as my new home—Phoenix Theatres at Great Northern Mall.

The Bikeriders shot in Cincinnati just before the (still unreleased) DeNiro gangster movie I had been working on when I saw M3GAN. I didn’t work on it, but many of my friends did, and more than a few of them jumped over to the gangster movie after. It had a lot of positive buzz surrounding it from those who worked it, so I decided it would be the first movie I would see at the new Phoenix Theatre.

North Olmsted is a West Side suburb of Cleveland, and my hometown. While many of its defining staples from my childhood—Davey’s Comics, First Run Video, Marc’s Funtime Pizza Palace—have been gone for decades, one important institution continues to endure: Great Northern Mall. The indoor shopping mall stands proudly in defiance of the trendier outdoor hubs like Newport on the Levee that have crowded its kind out, including its soulless flipside in the younger neighboring suburb (and my other hometown) to the North, Westlake’s Crocker Park. The indoor mall was opened to the public in 1976, the same year that my childhood home in North Olmsted was built, along with many others that made up the winding, bicycle-friendly residential neighborhoods that housed young couples moving out from the city proper to start families. The 1980s saw many upgrades to the mall, and in 1988, I was born, the third child to my parents and the only one to not have lived in my parents’ previous home in the Old Brooklyn neighborhood of Cleveland. Their growing family and North Olmsted’s growing residential areas, along with its growing mall, had prompted their odyssey to the suburbs. In 1992, Great Northern Mall was remodeled, becoming what would be its defining form in my young mind.

It was here where I first experienced a food court, complete with teriyaki free samples and a Sbarro. It was here where I was introduced to X-Men: The Arcade Game, surrounded by other electronic cabinets in the old arcade, here where I would wait in line to see a Santa Claus I very much believed in, here where I saw the incredibly expensive early stages of anime enter the western market on the shelves of Suncoast, here where I would rifle through girly posters in the rack at Spencer’s and get pubescent boners, here where I experimented with tight jeans in dressing rooms, here where I sneaked around in emergency exits and climbed on top of roofs, here where I planned a heist to steal Santa’s sac from the Christmas display after the mall was closed, here where my mother would drive me and my teenage friends to pick up our pre-ordered copies of Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater. The Newport on the Levees and Crocker Parks of the world do not offer the same fertile ground. There are no free samples or coin-operated machines, and they are inherently classist by design, meant only to cater to the upper-middle class and recruit the next generation of SUV-owning young professionals. The outdoor malls have no goths.

In my early memories of Great Northern Mall in the ‘90s, there was still a movie theater in the outdoor strip. I can remember seeing the ‘97 special edition Star Wars releases there and not much else, but I do remember being crestfallen when it closed. Westlake’s Crocker Park Regal theater became the go-to, and stayed that way for years. In 2013, a new Regal opened in Great Northern Mall, this time part of the indoor section, replacing the location of the old food court. I first saw Captain America: The Winter Soldier there, after having been an extra in it the summer prior in the very beginning of my movie career, and was surprised by how unpopular the theater appeared to be. The screening was strangely empty for such a high-profile release, and this would continue to be the way for the Regal theater’s life at Great Northern up until its close in 2022. Bad for them, but always incredible for me. Theaters had gone through a lot of changes in the 2000s. The advent of assigned seating, which seemed for whatever reason inextricably tied to the new “luxury” recliner seating, meant that impromptu movie outings were now slightly more difficult. Before, I could buy a ticket day-of, and as long as I arrived at the theater early, could still get an optimal seat. Now, seats were reserved in advance, so the best seats went to the people who planned the furthest ahead, which was not always my style. However, with no one going to the Great Northern Regal theater, I could still buy a spontaneous ticket day-of and secure a prime seat to myself. I could show up to the mall, buy a ticket, and kill some time until my showing by poking around the food court, getting some free samples, and browsing some swords at Cutter’s Corner. It was my secret favorite theater, and I was heartbroken, though not surprised, when it closed.

What did surprise me was the Phoenix that rose from its ashes. The Phoenix Theatre supplanted the exact space of the previous Regal and made every effort to outdo it. It replaced the seating with newer, cushier, heated seats, and upgraded the speakers with rich Dolby ATMOS sound. I could give a shit about the seats, and thought the heating was a stupid gimmick that would probably just make me feel like I peed my pants. Movie theaters have become too comfortable, too casual, and wrapped in a skin of make-believe “VIP luxury.” They have been trying to compete with the comfort of staying home and watching a movie, but they’re missing the point. There is a purpose and a ritual to “going out,” in which one must make oneself presentable and agree to be seen by neighbors and strangers and share in a mutual experience together. Public spaces should not coddle us in the private sweatpants comforts of naps and blowjobs the way our couches at home do. We should dress with some dignity and sit upright and be alert and attentive in these spaces, ever mindful of the shared experience. I was also skeptical of the promises of technological advancements in sound. But as I entered the theater lobby to see The Bikeriders, I was immediately met with promising indicators—a grand piano behind a velvet rope, auto-playing movie themes (classy), and, to my jaw-dropping shock and awe, a $10 ticket price. I was flabbergasted. In this day and age of ever-escalating ticket prices dwarfing perhaps all other categories of inflation, this new kid on the block was stepping up and saying, “We simply don’t have to charge as much as the other megaplexes.” Where Regal and AMC and Cinemark were steadily journeying north of $15 a ticket (in Cleveland), these guys were proving that it simply wasn’t necessary, and their screens were just as big and loud. OK. They had my attention.

I walked into the theater and found my seat. It was comfortable and I fucked with the controls a little, even experimenting with the heat just to satisfy my curiosity, but settled in a default, fully-upright position as I knew I would. Others could enjoy the bells and whistles if they wanted to. There were some commercials running, but no branded in-house pre-show or C-list celebrity spokesperson, no desperate pleas to download a proprietary app and earn points or play along with AR asteroid-zapping mobile games. I couldn’t even tell you what soda company was backing their concession stand. Then, their unique take on the feature presentation kick-off started and it did not involve Nicole Kidman in a glittery pantsuit or a CGI rollercoaster. Instead, I sat before a photo slideshow of the renovation of the theater I sat in. Accompanied with intensely dramatic and mismatched music, the slideshow consisted entirely of unimpressive cellphone pics, all in portrait orientation: goofy twenty-somethings proudly working with power tools, the torn out seats of the previous theater, a before-and-after of the exterior signage. The pictures did not escalate beyond the mundane, but the music swelled and swelled with increasing cinematic drama. And god was it long. It had all the polish and presentation of a dead grandmother’s “in memoriam” video cut together by your silly 19-year-old cousin. I had a good laugh, and it triggered none of my commercially allergic sensitivities. In fact, I found it earnest, charming, and refreshingly not corporate. It was clearly put together with a lot of heart and pride, and the quality of the theater proved that they earned it.

The movie started. Immediately, it had a grit and a reality to it, a handmade feel that comes with many other Cincinnati films, a very clear sense that it was shot in real locations. Jodie Comer’s accent and performance were instantly captivating. Tom Hardy once again proved to be one of the most bizarre and mesmerizing leading men of our time, wholly unlikely and carrying his impossible mix of squirrelly, feminine, tough guy energy. Austin Butler smoldered and I suppose it was all he needed to do. And when the motorcycles roared, those speakers rattled every bone in my body. The Bikeriders may not have been the most high-intensity showcase of the theater’s sound system, but it was more than enough to let me know it was the real deal.

The following month, I went back to see Twisters, which came with all the blockbuster disaster spectacle to show what those speakers could really do, and it did not disappoint. I was working on my new movie gig for the summer, and many of the out-of-towners in my department had come from working on Twisters, along with a couple shipments of that movie’s beat up set dressing. Twisters is absolutely a movie—a straightforward, uncomplicated ride that celebrates rural America in a completely apolitical manner and succeeds entirely on Glen Powell’s undeniable, newly minted movie stardom. It was a perfect moviegoers’ movie for kicking off a summer, and I knew with absolute certainty that Phoenix Theatre in Great Northern Mall was my new number one theater of choice.

I knew now, the next time I went to a movie, I would not be going to an outdoor shopping hub's theater. I would not search for a new city's parking app on my phone so I could pay for street parking. I would not pay $19 at a Burntwood Tavern for my pre-movie meal. I would not buy my ticket on some theater chain's app ahead of time and still pay a convenience fee on top of a $15 ticket. No. I would take the short drive to Great Northern Mall, grab an easy parking spot and stroll on in. I'd look at the showtimes there in the box office and intuit what spoke to me. A 3:45 showing? Well, it's 2:30 now, sounds great. I'd buy my ticket with a ten dollar bill and stroll through the mall. I'd swing into the Japanese snack store and buy a canned Boss coffee (my favorite) from the cute Japanese girl. I'd meander into the food court and snack on a mango chicken sample and chew on the toothpick all the way up until showtime. I'd see a goth or two. I'd browse dress socks at a tuxedo shop. Some kiosk guy would ask me if he can shine my shoes even though I'd be wearing Chucks. And when it was time for the main event, there would be no Maria Menounos, no CGI M&Ms. No Nicole Kidman.




Pregnancy: A British Husband’s Review

The First Trimester

I sat uncomfortably in a darkened room, next to my wife lying on a bed, staring at a monitor suspended above our heads. The screen lit up with mysterious black and white shapes as the sonographer turned on the ultrasound machine. It was time to find out how far along the pregnancy had come – and whether it was in a safe place, or dangerously stuck outside the womb.

It was only a couple of weeks since my wife had shown me a positive test. The first thing I wanted to know was the due date. This of course depends on how long she’s been pregnant, but the online calculators were giving impossibly long ages for the pregnancy so far – until I eventually twigged that pregnancy starts at two weeks. It was the first of many baffling things that year.

When a woman says she is eight weeks pregnant, that actually means the baby has been in existence for about six weeks. It’s counted from the woman’s previous cycle, so for the first two weeks of pregnancy, ovulation hasn’t happened yet and she isn’t pregnant at all: it’s impossible to be one week pregnant.

But even this isn’t quite right. Because most women’s cycles aren’t perfectly regular, once you start getting scans, the pregnancy is dated from an idealised notion of when the previous cycle should have been (but probably wasn’t). For a while, whenever I told people about the pregnancy, I complained about the dating method. But nobody else seems to find this surprising or confusing, except my dad. So I guess this runs in families, and one day my child will be surprised and confused too.

Having discovered the pregnancy, we naturally wanted a scan to look at the baby. In my wife’s home country of South Korea, mothers get an ultrasound almost every two weeks. But it turns out that in the UK, the National Health Service (NHS) will usually give you only two in total: one at week 12 and one at week 20. Is this enough?

It is possible in medicine to scan too much, even when the scan itself is non-invasive and almost riskless. For a perfect Bayesian, more information can only ever be good, but in reality we tend to overreact. Scans can lead doctors to treat something that wouldn’t have caused a problem, or to treat something that was unstoppable anyway. And they cause stress.[1]

So when your hospital refuses to test or treat an issue, there’s an important question: is this genuinely the best evidence-backed course of action? In which case you should listen to the doctor and do nothing. Or have they just prioritised resources somewhere else? In which case you might want to advocate harder for yourself, or go elsewhere.

In pregnancy, this question comes up a lot. To start with, I was concerned about ectopic pregnancy, where the fertilised egg implants itself outside the womb. From what I could tell from reading (not a doctor, nothing in this review is medical advice…), ectopic pregnancies cannot progress safely to birth, so they must be ended either naturally or medically, and can be quite serious for the mother. At 1 in 90 it’s a small risk, but not vanishingly small. As the first NHS scan is not until 12 weeks, the only way you’d know is if you get a stabbing pain and start bleeding (or other symptoms).[2] So that’s why we booked a private abdominal ultrasound, and were now waiting in the darkness to find out.

The sonographer was heavily pregnant herself. I wondered idly if she did her own scans, while she searched with the ultrasound probe. Suddenly the screen stabilised, and she pointed out a big black circle. “That’s the baby house, safely in the womb,” she said. The cursor moved to a white triangle. “And this is baby.”

We gazed at the tiny ball of cells, and peering closely there was even a little flicker of pixels that represented the heartbeat. Like many before me, my mind turned to Psalm 139: “For you created my inmost being, you knit me together in my mother’s womb.”

At this scan I also discovered that “baby” doesn’t take the definite article. It’s always just “baby”, not "the baby". I would say it’s because Baby is treated as a name, except that it also seems to be written with a lowercase b.

Whether or not you get a scan to look, the pregnancy usually becomes obvious when morning sickness kicks in. Morning sickness can be pretty grim and is very much not limited to the mornings, but on the plus side it tends to be a sign baby is growing well (although sadly not always). My main guide for the pregnancy was an economist’s favorite: Expecting Better by Emily Oster. If you want morning sickness medicine, Oster’s top drug recommendation is implicitly the doxylamine-pyridoxine combination.[3] But only one woman she spoke to took medication, as others were too nervous. In Korea this is marketed as Diclectin, and many women in my wife’s chat group were happily taking it.

In the UK the same drug is marketed as Xonvea. We asked our GP, but she said it was greyed out on her computer system which meant she wasn’t allowed to prescribe it. And as pharmacies need a prescription, that means it’s essentially unavailable – so I’m not sure why it’s marketed here and who gets to take it. We were offered Cyclizine instead, with the offputting words “if you really need it”.

First Trimester Rating: 2/5. Great character introduction, let down by confusing timelines and nausea subplots.

The Second Trimester

Pink and blue have a bad rep. When I was studying data visualisation, I nodded along to lengthy articles on how to show men and women on charts. These days you definitely can’t use pink and blue, they said, but that’s unfortunate because people intuitively understand pink and blue. So you have to use colours like pink and blue, but not pink and blue. Purple and green, or something.

More than once, I had a conversation where someone started telling me it’s useful to know whether baby is a boy or a girl so I can prepare the baby room. Then immediately realise what they’d said and bite it back. (Joke’s on them, I live in a one-bed flat, there is no baby room!)

So I was amused, and at first a little uncomfortable, to discover that Baby World is unapologetically pink and blue. Baby shops have big “It’s a girl!” and “It’s a boy!” displays in bright pink and blue pastels, with all sorts of pink and blue cake fillings, pink and blue confetti, and pink and blue balloons.

We went with the cake. It was blue.

[image: ]Colour scheme of a gender reveal party, according to Google Search

Then, I was led to believe, it’s time to start weight measurements and amniotic fluid scans. Oster seems to worry a lot about these being misinterpreted. Her midwife berates her for gaining too much weight (an experience shared by our friend in New York), even though it would be worse to not gain weight. And when, in a later pregnancy scan that’s known for being noisy, doctors appear to measure a low level of amniotic fluid in her friend, they whisk her away for sudden emergency induction.

But my wife’s midwives never even measured her weight gain, and told me they would scan for amniotic fluid only if baby wasn’t moving well[4] or the fundal length (belly size from top to bottom) was unusual. Again I had to wonder if this was the right approach, or just the hospital saving money.

After reading Oster’s book, I was, if anything, relieved that the NHS doesn’t measure amniotic fluid levels. However, I did wish they would measure cervical length. In Korea this is frequently and routinely measured throughout pregnancy: if it’s too short, women are advised to be careful, or to have a McDonald surgery (tie a suture around the cervix) to protect the pregnancy. In the UK it feels like we just hope the pregnancy takes care of itself: hospitals won’t measure cervical length unless the mother has a history of miscarriage. Is this because it’s the evidence-based best policy for the mother, or just the NHS conserving resources? Without data I haven’t seen, it’s impossible to say, but I’m leaning towards the latter. The stillbirth rate is 0.25% in the UK, 0.27% in the USA, but only 0.17% in Korea.[5] Proactive monitoring is surely part of the story.

It seems to me that the various monitoring and screening tests can be placed on a scale of their benefit for a typical pregnancy, a bit like this:

[image: ]

The basic ultrasounds are usually enough, then there are additional tests that make it slightly more likely the pregnancy will succeed and the mother will be safe. These get more and more marginal, until eventually some tests can apparently cause more harm than good,[6] because they lead doctors to overreact to noisy data. If you have the resources, you can try to buy extra tests to climb the curve until you are giving the mother and pregnancy the best chance you can.

Second Trimester Rating: 4/5. Strong set pieces, with compelling rising tension and ominous foreshadowing.

The Third Trimester

It was time to get ready for baby. Several friends and colleagues recommended we sign up for baby classes, which teach you about childbirth and baby care, so we dutifully enrolled. Only after enrolling did I hear the warning stories: one class where the men were told to sit against the wall so they would feel pain too, and one where a husband was asked to practise taking off a nappy, only to discover that the doll’s bottom had been smeared with peanut butter to make it “realistic”.

So I was slightly on my guard in the first class, and it wasn’t helped when we spent the first 20 minutes covering “what is a reliable information source”. After that however, the classes picked up. They covered information about local hospitals that wouldn’t be available in books, they were a good chance to meet other expectant parents, and if nothing else they were an interesting case study in pedagogy: how to keep a voluntary class of adults engaged.

[image: ]A C-section, according to our baby class

For the most part, the classes were balanced on the pros and cons of different birth and childcare options. However, the infant feeding teacher didn’t get the memo. She was a confident lady with a lanyard decorated with drawings of breasts, and a habit of answering a question with a question. “What if I don’t have enough milk?” one woman asked. “Do dogs worry about that?” replied the teacher. “Are you saying 100% of mothers can breastfeed successfully?” I followed up. “Would humans have survived if we couldn’t?” she answered.

She made it sound like the only possible reason for failure is lack of commitment. Don’t give formula, don’t buy bottles, don’t prepare a steriliser. This doesn’t chime with the stories I have heard from several mothers, and would have left us scrambling to buy supplies after birth, when the reality is that most families will do at least some mixed feeding. And it leads to the instruction not to give the newborn any formula, no matter how much they cry (advice echoed by Your Baby Week By Week); which in my opinion is pretty harsh, as some women’s milk supply genuinely isn’t enough to satisfy the baby until a few days in.

I do recommend baby classes, for a different reason. Childbirth and baby care are two of the areas where cultural differences loom the largest – not only between nationalities, but also between families and over generations. For example, Your Baby Week By Week expects you to go out with your baby in week 1, and Oster even talks about attending a party, while our Korean textbook advises not to leave the house or have visitors until at least week 7. If you and your partner have different information diets, you may end up with wildly different expectations without realising. So it’s useful to hear the same information and be prompted to talk everything through. But be careful: our baby class teacher once had a couple rage out of the room in a heated argument.

And the classes did prepare us for the 36-week hospital appointment, when the midwife asked for our birth plan. There aren’t many choices to make, but three of them are quite big: vaginal delivery v C-section, pain reduction methods, and home v birth center v labour ward. Depending on your answer to the first two, you might have no choice over the third: in the UK, C-section and epidural are labour ward only. (But you do get the choice, unlike in France: our friend in Paris wasn’t allowed an induction until week 42, or an elective C-section at all.)

Then we were posed a couple of questions in a very leading way.


	Skin-to-skin is great for baby’s health, and brain development, and breastfeeding, and mother’s recovery: do you want skin-to-skin? Yes/no.

	In the old days, we used to cut the cord immediately, but now we know delayed cord clamping gives baby a lot more blood and iron: do you want delayed cord clamping?



Actually I didn’t mind, because we were pushed in the right direction on both these questions. Delayed cord clamping carries a higher jaundice risk,[7] which neither the baby classes nor midwife mentioned, but I thought this was an acceptable trade-off for the blood and iron benefits. And skin-to-skin is widely accepted as a good idea, with no real downsides (one of the useful things the infant feeding teacher taught us, to be fair to her). We were told this needs at least an hour, soon after birth. Our friend in New York was told two hours. In Korea however, the baby is often taken away to a care unit, and barely sees the mum at all. If I were to sum up the healthcare systems, I would say that Korea is more mother-focused, while the UK is more baby-focused.

We weren’t asked about a doula. I was surprised because on the 80,000 hours podcast Oster said ‘get a doula’ is her number one piece of advice. Simkin’s The Birth Partner would agree. They make it sound like doulas are a very common and obvious choice. But what is a doula? Face to face, I never heard anyone suggest it.

A doula is a trained childbirth expert, who can accompany you to the birth and give support all the way through. I thought it sounded like a good idea – maybe because it would take responsibility off me as the birth partner – but we didn’t hire one in the end, partly because of the £1.5k price tag ($~2k). During birth, when I probably should have been concentrating on other things, I asked our birthing midwife how many people use a doula. In two years on the labour ward, she had seen only a single one, so they must be quite unusual.

To use the fashionable term, I did feel somewhat gaslit by the midwife appointments. More than once, I asked if it’s possible for baby to grow too big, only to be shrugged off with a blasé “oh no no no, that can never happen, the body knows what it’s doing” et cetera. Only when we got to the hospital for the big day, did they finally admit “yes there can be physiological incompatibilities…”. It was okay for us in the end, but our French friend’s baby didn’t have enough space and ended up needing physio. On the rare occasions our hospital measured baby, it was plotted on a graph and we were told how it stacked up in terms of percentiles. But shouldn’t this be measured relative to the characteristics of the mother rather than a generic distribution? Or actually measure the pelvic size to give a definitive answer like they do in other countries? Once again I felt there was room for improvement.

All of which brings us to the birth. The date of the birth is of course unknown in advance, although it’s possible to make a better estimate than the official due date. As with the start of pregnancy, the due date is a bit of mathematical nonsense, where people say things like “your baby is expected on 1 February, but will probably be late”. The due date is a slightly arbitrary number set at 40 weeks in the UK and USA and 41 weeks in France. No adjustment is made for it being your first, second, or later pregnancy, even though the distributions are quite different, so it’s not an “expectation” in any kind of statistical sense. Oster says the best way to know if baby is coming soon is to measure cervical dilation – which of course, in the UK, we don’t do.

I am not going to talk about labour (and the excellent care staff we met). It’s fascinating in its own way, but too personal, and this is a review of pregnancy, not childbirth. Fast forward a number of hours, and I was sitting uncomfortably by my wife again, this time with her sleeping in a regulation adjustable hospital bed and me perched on a bedside chair. And there, on a second bed, much smaller, with perspex walls and a 3-inch thick mattress, was baby. Hello, world.

Third Trimester Rating: 1/5. Weak direction and chaotic scripting, but final scenes unforgettable. Leads straight into sequel with insufficient break.

Overall Pregnancy Rating: 2/5. And yet, it’s one of the best things that’s ever happened to us.

– END –




Notes


[1]

Econtalk podcast with Russ Roberts, 28 Aug 2023, Vinay Prasad on Cancer Screening



[2]

The NHS will give you an Early Pregnancy Scan if you present with symptoms (and are triaged towards the front of the queue relative to other patients on the day), but won’t give you a screening test before that point. See https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/ectopic-pregnancy/



[3]

I say “implicitly” because on page 96 Oster calls Debendox the “first line of defense”, while noting it was taken off the market in the USA and never came back, despite studies not finding it to be dangerous. Something similar now seems to be available again, under the name Diclegis.



[4]

In which case our hospital would hook the mother up to a machine for contraction and baby monitoring, potentially followed by an extra ultrasound and the ‘single deepest pocket’ test (Oster’s preferred test) for amniotic fluid levels.



[5]

World Bank 2023 data



[6]

Oster (2013) Expecting Better



[7]

Oster (2013) Expecting Better

-- END OF FOOTNOTES --






Princess Mononoke

In the opening scene of Princess Mononoke, a boar god turned demon attacks a village. A trio of three basket-carrying village girls are caught at the outskirts of the village. One of them stumbles as the boar attacks. The other two stand their ground and draw their swords.

Ashitaka, the warrior prince protagonist of the film, arrives at the scene and slays the beast. As the boar god lays dying, the old crone of the village arrives and speaks a prayer, begging its forgiveness:

Where you have fallen, we will raise a mound and perform rites. Bear us no hate, and be at peace.

In response, the boar god speaks a curse with its dying breath.

You loathsome humans… you shall know my hatred and my suffering.



When Lady Eboshi first appears in the film, she is leading a group of her followers up the side of a mountain in the rain. They prepare for battle as the princess San and her wolf mother arrive to attack the group.

Eboshi’s first words are barked orders as she commands her followers to form ranks and fire on the enemy. The snarling wolf god Moro charges straight for Eboshi. Eboshi shoulders and fires her rifle. Moro and some of the human combatants are flung off the mountainside and into the fog below. Eboshi and her troops survive the battle, at a price.

She did some damage.

Move out.

What about the ones who fell?

Move out!

It is a callous first impression. Eboshi and her followers are disciplined, organized, warlike. Eboshi’s command to move out and abandon the fallen is given without hesitation.

The prince Ashitaka comes across Eboshi’s wounded followers at the base of the mountain. He rescues two of them, carrying one on his back through the forest.

They return to the ironworks. The people of the ironworks are overjoyed to see the comrades they thought lost. They are thankful that Ashitaka has saved their own, but are suspicious of his ability to navigate the forest, which is the domain of the hostile animal gods.

The wife of one of the wounded appears and comically scolds her husband, an ox driver, for returning in such a condition. She then also scolds one of the guardsmen for leaving her husband to die.

This dialogue is important because the viewer knows it was Eboshi who was responsible for this decision. It is then that Eboshi appears for a second time.

Eboshi appears at the top of the stair leading to the ironworks, standing poised in a formal robe while the roughly dressed laborers of the ironworks mill around her.

I would like to thank the traveler. Bring him to me later.

Koroku… it’s good that you’re back. I apologize.

Tears well up in the eyes of the ox driver. The gathered crowd stares up at Eboshi. The viewer is struck by their awed regard for her. The people of the ironworks love and revere Eboshi. But Eboshi’s apology is a formality, and everyone knows it.

Ashitaka takes a meal with the people of the ironworks and learns more of their home. Eboshi is an arms dealer; she has saved women from brothels and given outcast lepers shelter. The people that she has saved love her and work ceaselessly to manufacture her weapons of war.

The implied suggestion is that Eboshi manufactures weapons, razes forests, and strips the earth as a necessary evil so that she can crusade for the downtrodden and the oppressed.

But Eboshi refuses to justify her actions this way. This is a repeated point throughout the film; Eboshi never justifies her actions.

When Ashitaka takes out the iron ball that poisoned the boar god Nago and tells Eboshi he has come to seek the truth, Eboshi sneers. She laughs. She takes him to her inner sanctum, where she shows him the new firearm she has begun to manufacture. In half-jest, one of the lepers insinuates that Eboshi wants to conquer the country.

Ashitaka accuses her with righteous indignation. His cursed arm writhes, and he comes close to drawing his sword and slaying her on the spot.

You stole the god of the mountain’s woods and made a demon out of him.

Now you will breed new hatred with these guns?

Eboshi responds with a mocking half smile.

I regret that you suffer. I surely fired that shot.

It is me that brainless pig should have cursed.

She offers no further explanation.

In the second half of the film, the priest Jigo, at the head of a group of elite hunters, comes to hunt the deer god. The emperor believes the head of the deer god will confer immortality. Jigo enlists Eboshi to join with him in the hunt.

Eboshi stalks through the forest with Jigo’s hunters as they search for the deer god. Her men are with her, their strength greatly reduced after a battle with a second boar god.

The shogun launches a surprise attack against the ironworks. Ashitaka arrives and asks Eboshi to return to the ironworks, where the women and lepers who remain are fighting for their lives. Eboshi’s loyal guardsman entreats her to do the same. Eboshi refuses.

I’ve done all I can. The women can defend themselves.

Eboshi’s words could be interpreted as a declaration of confidence in her followers, a vindication of the choices she has made - that through the weapons she has created, she has given her downtrodden women the means to defend themselves.

This interpretation is overshadowed by the clear truth of what she is doing. She leaves her people to their fate so that she can commit the ultimate transgression against nature. This is not a moment of betrayal - no one who follows Eboshi is surprised by her choice.

After Eboshi speaks her refusal, she strides on alone, ahead of the others. Jigo and his hunters hang back a pace behind her, and discuss how they can dispose of her after the task is done.

Eboshi knows she is being used, and she knows that the people who love and need her are in danger. She doesn’t care; Eboshi is lost in the hunt, totally absorbed in the act itself.

Eboshi takes her rifle and fires the bullet that takes off the deer god’s head. She is not coerced into the act, and she knows that no possible calculation of material reward could justify the cost.

Watch closely.

This is how you kill a god.



When the prince Ashitaka sets off on his journey, the first person to help him is the priest Jigo. Ashitaka stops in a village and unsuccessfully attempts to barter a gold pellet for a bag of rice. The squat priest steps in and makes a show of the pellet’s value to the shopkeeper and the gathered crowd.

From the start, the viewer can tell that Jigo is more than what he claims. His leery smile is a little too wide. When Ashitaka is riding on his elk steed, Jigo is able to keep pace on his stilted sandals a little too easily.

He has a little too much worldly knowledge for a priest. When Jigo identifies a group of thieves trailing them, and suggests that he and Ashitaka flee before they are robbed in their sleep, the viewer wonders if Jigo did not have the same plan in mind.

But then the viewer finds Jigo totally uninterested in Ashitaka’s gold. Instead, he praises Ashitaka’s prowess in battle. You fight like a demon. He probes into Ashitaka's story, cooks Ashitaka’s rice for him, spoons it into his bowl. He offers some advice of his own:

The land teems with the clamoring of bitter ghosts…

Dead from war, sick or starved and fallen where they stood.

A curse, you say? This world is a curse.

We all die eventually. Some sooner, some later.

…avoid the jaws of death, while you can.

In the morning, Ashitaka slips away alone. As he goes, Jigo, thought to be sleeping, opens one eye and smiles to himself. I knew you’d go.

Jigo later appears in the second half of the movie as an antagonist. By this point, the viewer understands better the world of Princess Mononoke. It is not such a surprise when the squat priest turns out to be the cunning old warrior at the head of a group of trained killers.

When Jigo’s hunters rise out of the grass and march down the mountain, their movement marks their caliber. The viewer can see that beyond Jigo’s cheery demeanor and willingness to abase himself, he is a battle-hardened veteran and a leader as ruthless and ambitious as Eboshi herself.

During the hunt for the deer god, Jigo’s hunters appear wearing the corpses of slain boars. They snake across the ground, hidden by the boar pelts, no human limbs in view. They move as fast as wolves and appear as something sinister and demonic, neither man nor animal.

As the hunt progresses and Jigo and his corpse-wearing hunters proceed deeper into the woods, fighting the boars, the wolves, and Ashitaka himself, one asks why. What could possibly be worth this?

In one of the final scenes of the movie, Jigo and his men race across the edge of the wood carrying the severed head of the deer god, trying desperately to survive until sunrise.

The scene has a comic edge; the world has turned into a hellscape; the beheaded deer god has become a black pestilence that destroys anything it touches, and by this point, only Jigo and two of his hunters remain. But still they persist.

Promises of riches? Orders from the Emperor? These are pretexts.

[image: ]



The gods of the forest are themselves full of wrath, hate, and pride. They have their own ancient rivalries and storied pasts.

The initial encounter of the wolves and boars is openly hostile. The boars question why the deer god chose to save a human and left their brother Nago to die.

The deer god saved him? The deer god healed his wound?

Why did he not save Nago? Is he not the guardian of the forest?

The deer god gives life, and takes it away.

Have you boars forgotten even that?

No! You begged the deer god for him. You did not beg for Nago!

He feared death… I, like him…carry with me a poisoned human stone.

Nago fled. I remain, and contemplate my death.

The boars feel anger and betrayal, and their assessment is correct; sensing the end, Moro and the deer god have chosen humans over their own kind.

Okkoto lurches forward and silences the other boars. Okkoto’s skin is mottled and sags off his ribs. His eyes are cloudy and ooze pus.

My thanks to you, young one.

It grieves us that a demon has come from our tribe.

Lord Okkoto… do you know how I may lift the curse?

Leave this forest. Next time we meet, I will have to kill you.

You cannot win against the guns of the humans.

Look on my tribe, Moro.

We grow small, and we grow stupid.

To continue on in this manner is to end as dead meat the humans hunt for.

To risk all on a final battle is to play into human hands.

I ask not for the help of wolves.

Should we die even to the very last, we will leave the humans in awe.

Even diminished, Okkoto still has the presence and spirit of a king.



Ashitaka’s heroic quality comes from his total lack of hesitation. The viewer cannot imagine Ashitaka deliberating, or feeling self doubt, or considering how he appears in the eyes of others. He is pure impulse, and he feels only the heroic impulse.

Ashitaka saves San’s life and carries her out of the ironworks. Staggering from a gunshot wound, he collapses on the opposite riverbank. San stands above him and holds a sword to his throat. She demands to know why he saved her.

Ashitaka, on the brink of death, is only able to speak in a whisper.

I didn’t want you to die.

I’m not afraid to die if it will drive the humans away!

I knew that when I first saw you.

You’ve wasted your life by getting in my way!

I’ll cut your throat!

That’ll shut you up!

Live…

Still talking! I don’t listen to humans!

You’re beautiful…

The scene should be trite. Instead, it’s heart-wrenchingly romantic. Ashitaka is not playing a game. He is not engaging in a mating dance. He is only capable of acting from the heart. The scene is raw and perfect.

Ashitaka is not human in the same way as Eboshi and Jigo. He lacks the full range of human emotion. He is pure and serious and perpetually distant. When the women of the ironworks coquettishly tease him for his handsome face and his strength, the words roll off of him. One cannot imagine Ashitaka blushing, or feeling self conscious.

Ashitaka has no self conception. He is not self-aware. He never hesitates. He never wavers. He feels no fear. He only acts from the heart. This makes him beautiful and good and gives him the divine aura of a hero of myth and legend.



In the same scene where Ashitaka collapses on the riverbank, San defends his body from the apes. The apes appear only briefly in Princess Mononoke; they are a sea of red eyes and dark outlines with a menacing, languid speech.

They throw stones at San and the wolves, trying to drive them away from Ashitaka.

Let us eat man.

Why would the tribe of apes want to eat a man?

We eat man. We have his strength.

We want strength to drive humans away.

You won’t get that power by eating a man.

All that will do is turn you into something else!

San is earnest. She does not want the tribe of apes to sully themselves with evil. She begs the apes not to give up.

The deer god is with us. Don’t give up. Plant your trees.

We will fight with you to the last!

Deer god will not fight. We die.

Wolf girl not care. Wolf girl human.

At this, San wordlessly recoils, and Moro lunges forward as if it were an insult. The scene is very sad. The apes have spoken the truth, and all present know it. San will never be one of them.

San’s mother later speaks to Ashitaka from atop a cave embedded in a cliff, as San sleeps inside the cave.

She is a daughter of our tribe.

When the woods die, so will she.

Set her free! She’s human!

Silence, boy! What can you do for her?

The humans who violated the forest threw her in my path as they ran from me.

Now she cannot be human, and she cannot be wolf.

My poor, ugly, lovely daughter…

When Ashitaka first meets San, her mouth is stained with blood from Moro’s wound. When San attacks the ironworks, she lopes across the rooftops on all fours. When Ashitaka stops the fight between her and Eboshi, San snaps at his arm with her teeth. When Ashitaka is weak and injured, San chews up a strip of meat and feeds him from her own mouth.

Because of her half animal, half human nature, San is stunted, incomplete, grotesque. But the extremity of her jagged edges give her supernatural beauty. She is foolish and naive and childish but feels more strongly, more wildly. Her stunted naive childish animal passion is what allows her to fight so fiercely for a doomed cause and an impossible dream.




Project Xanadu

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

1. The Internet That Would Be

In July 1945, Vannevar Bush was riding high.

As Director of the Office of Scientific Research and Development, he’d won World War II. His proximity fuse intercepted hundreds of V-1s and destroyed thousands of tanks, carving a path for Allied forces through the French countryside. Back in 1942, he’d advocated to President Roosevelt the merits of Oppenheimer’s atomic bomb. Roosevelt and his congressional allies snuck hundreds of millions in covert funding to the OSRD’s planned projects in Oak Ridge and Los Alamos. Writing directly and secretively to Bush, a one-line memo in June expressed Roosevelt’s total confidence in his Director: “Do you have the money?”

Indeed he did. The warheads it bought would fall on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in mere weeks. The Germans had already given up; Victory in the Pacific was nigh. So Bush was thinking ahead.

In The Atlantic, Bush returned to a pre-war obsession with communication and knowledge-exchange. His essay, “As We May Think,” imagined a new metascientifical endeavor (emphasis mine):


Science has provided the swiftest communication between individuals; it has provided a record of ideas and has enabled man to manipulate and to make extracts from that record so that knowledge evolves and endures throughout the life of a race rather than that of an individual.

There is a growing mountain of research. But there is increased evidence that we are being bogged down today as specialization extends. The investigator is staggered by the findings and conclusions of thousands of other workers—conclusions which he cannot find time to grasp, much less to remember, as they appear. Yet specialization becomes increasingly necessary for progress, and the effort to bridge between disciplines is correspondingly superficial.

…

The difficulty seems to be, not so much that we publish unduly in view of the extent and variety of present day interests, but rather that publication has been extended far beyond our present ability to make real use of the record. The summation of human experience is being expanded at a prodigious rate, and the means we use for threading through the consequent maze to the momentarily important item is the same as was used in the days of square-rigged ships.



Bush thought we were ripe for a paradigm shift. Some new method of spreading research, connecting it across fields and domains, and making new discoveries in the in-betweens. The most exciting Next Big Thing of the era was microfilm, and so when Bush let his imagination run a little wild,[1] he envisioned a machine enabling us to do grand new things with long books shrunk into tidy rolls:


Consider a future device for individual use, which is a sort of mechanized private file and library. It needs a name, and, to coin one at random, “memex” will do. A memex is a device in which an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an enlarged intimate supplement to his memory.

It consists of a desk, and while it can presumably be operated from a distance, it is primarily the piece of furniture at which he works. On the top are slanting translucent screens, on which material can be projected for convenient reading. There is a keyboard, and sets of buttons and levers. Otherwise it looks like an ordinary desk.

In one end is the stored material. The matter of bulk is well taken care of by improved microfilm. Only a small part of the interior of the memex is devoted to storage, the rest to mechanism. Yet if the user inserted 5000 pages of material a day it would take him hundreds of years to fill the repository, so he can be profligate and enter material freely.

Most of the memex contents are purchased on microfilm ready for insertion. Books of all sorts, pictures, current periodicals, newspapers, are thus obtained and dropped into place. Business correspondence takes the same path. And there is provision for direct entry. On the top of the memex is a transparent platen. On this are placed longhand notes, photographs, memoranda, all sorts of things. When one is in place, the depression of a lever causes it to be photographed onto the next blank space in a section of the memex film, dry photography being employed.



Not only could you read and even add to the memex—you could recombine and link works between each other with ease. “This is the essential feature of the memex. The process of tying two items together is the important thing,” Bush wrote. As a memex user explored his vast library of human thought, he could leave a “trail” of connected articles and photos and his own commentaries. He could connect these trails to one another, split them into fractally expanding branches, save them, and access them over and over again. He could even share his trails with friends, allowing them to insert copies into their own memexes, where they could be expanded and branched and shared again.

I’ll remind you—the year was 1945.



2. First Experiments in Hyper-cyber-space

Bush never did much to make his memex a reality. He was too busy building the National Science Foundation and trying to prevent a nuclear arms race. He had no time to fiddle around with desk-sized personal libraries, fighting Truman’s hawkish hyperfocus on hydrogen warheads.

But Doug Engelbart didn’t have much else to do.

He was a Navy man, a radar technician, just 20 years old when he shipped out of San Francisco. As he tells it, the entire crew were very nervous, seeing as they were being sent off to invade Japan. But just as the ship sailed past the Bay Bridge, “the captain came out on the bridge and looked down on us. ‘Japan just surrendered!’ he shouts. And suddenly all propriety leaves us, and we all say, ‘well then, for Christ’s sake, turn around!’”

Of course, they didn’t, and so Engelbart spent two years faffing around in the Philippines. He lived on a remote island with nothing to do but read and read and read. He spent his first five days camping out by a little stilt hut with a sign reading “Red Cross Library”—and in the Red Cross Library, there was a copy of the September 1945 issue of LIFE magazine in which Vannevar Bush’s description of the memex had been reprinted.

Engelbart claimed that he found the idea “intriguing,” but had lots of radar-technician-ing to do or something, and so it didn’t really resurface for him until 15 years later, when he was writing his Augmenting Human Intellect: A Conceptual Framework. Engelbart quoted heavily from Bush’s article, and commented:


The associative trails whose establishment and use within the files he describes at some length provide a beautiful example of a new capability in symbol structuring that derives from new artifact-process capability, and that provides new ways to develop and portray concept structures. Any file is a symbol structure whose purpose is to represent a variety of concepts and concept structures in a way that makes them maximally available and useful to the needs of the human's mental-structure development—within the limits imposed by the capability of the artifacts and human for jointly executing processes of symbol-structure manipulation.



After his Framework was published in 1962, under the Stanford Research Institute, Engelbart founded the Augmentation Research Center to make, in essence, some version of the Memex a reality. The ARC received funding from NASA and ARPA, and after six years, Engelbart released his oN-Line System (NLS). It was a revelation.

Engelbart had invented a vast array of tools—including, according to his own Institute:


	
the mouse



	
2-dimensional display editing



	
in-file object addressing, linking



	
hypermedia



	
outline processing



	
flexible view control



	
multiple windows



	
cross-file editing



	
integrated hypermedia email



	
hypermedia publishing



	
document version control



	
shared-screen teleconferencing



	
computer-aided meetings



	
formatting directives



	
context-sensitive help



	
distributed client-server architecture



	
uniform command syntax



	
universal "user interface" front-end module



	
multi-tool integration



	
grammar-driven command language interpreter



	
protocols for virtual terminals



	
remote procedure call protocols



	
compilable "Command Meta Language"





Live on stage, in the year 1968, Engelbart started up the NLS, opened a document, and typed some words into it. The words, he said, constituted a statement. And statements made up a file. Engelbart copied, manipulated, saved, and loaded his words and statements and files, zipping around with his newly-invented mouse. He demonstrated his ability to embed documents in one another—images with links to statements, words nested and categorized by one another, files filled with metadata.

And then he paused, and the screen went blank. He explained that he and his colleagues at the ARC had been using this system to do their daily work for the last six months. He mentioned that they had, now, six consoles up and running. He showed the crowd a real document, then navigated to a statement within it. “This presentation is devoted to the AHIRC.”

“What is the AHIRC?” he asked.

Engelbart “froze” the initial statement, clicked on the acronym, and below the words “Augmented-Human-Intellect Research Center” appeared. He kept clicking and freezing, and a trail of nested and related information appeared—a list of funders, a graph of staffing over time, a mission statement. This was hypermedia. These were hyperlinks, he explained. NLS was a hypertext system.

The presentation went on for 90 minutes longer, and became known as The Mother of All Demos.[2] At around the 75-minute mark, Engelbart shows that two different NLS users could edit a single document simultaneously. While this was extremely impressive functionality, it was achieved with time-sharing—computation was done on a single machine, switching rapidly between tasks—and became infeasible the very next year, when ARPANET was released and the number of machines you could connect to one system grew rapidly.

Engelbart’s hypertext system was impressive in its own right, even without collaborativity. And still, little came of it—Andy van Dam, an attendee and revolutionary computer scientist himself, would reflect decades later: “Everybody was blown away … and nothing else happened. There was almost no further impact.” Engelbart’s ideas were just a little too out there.

ARC quickly faded into obscurity. In 1972, Engelbart joined an organization called Erhard Seminars Training. EST, or “est” as it was marketed, offered a 60-hour self-improvement course for tech entrepreneurs modeled loosely on Zen Buddhism. Critics suggested that the est course was a mind-control method aimed at raising an authoritarian army. It was quite credibly branded a cult. The founder of est, Werner Erhard, was accused of tax fraud (he fought the claims and won $200,000 from the IRS) and incest (by his daughter, who later recanted).

Engelbart served, for many years, on est’s board of directors.

His researchers all left for greener, less cult-y pastures, and ARC died with hardly a whimper. No one really wanted to associate with Engelbart. His crackpot theories about an internet modeled after the memex fell into disrepute, and, if he was remembered at all, it was for the invention of the mouse. No one cared anymore about the memex, or hypertext.



3. Hyper-dreams of Hyper-everything

Well, one man cared.

Ted Nelson was born in 1937 to two twenty-year-olds, Ralph Nelson and Celeste Holm. His parents divorced in 1939, leaving him to be raised by his grandparents. Both Nelson (the elder) and Holm would go on to extremely-successful film careers: the former became an Emmy-winning director; the latter an Oscar-winning actress. And, at first, Ted seemed to be following in their footsteps.

As a philosophy major at Swarthmore College, he produced a film called The Epiphany of Slocum Furlow, which he described as “a short comedy about loneliness at college and the meaning of life.”[3] Nelson also claims to have “[d]irected [and written] book and lyrics for what was apparently the first rock musical” in his junior year at Swarthmore.

Thankfully, his interest in a career as an entertainer soon waned, and Nelson went off to study sociology in grad school—first at the University of Chicago, then at Harvard. Nelson took a computer class at Harvard, in 1960, and “[his] world exploded.”[4] He realized the incredible power of computing, quickly intuited that these new machines could be generally applied to everything, and founded Project Xanadu.[5]

Initially, Xanadu’s scope was pretty limited. Word processors weren’t around yet, but Nelson wanted to build something strikingly similar: he wanted to write a program that could store and display documents, with version histories and edits all stored and displayed at the same time too. Later, Nelson would call this version-history feature “intercomparison.” (Strange coinages will be a… theme; I’m just trying to get you ready.)

Nelson began working on an implementation, but his feature wishlist grew quickly, and he didn’t really know what he was doing, so in 1965, he sought help. He prepared a talk for the Association for Computing Machinery, and dropped, quite frankly, a bomb on the audience:


The kinds of file structures required if we are to use the computer for personal files and as an adjunct to creativity are wholly different in character from those customary in business and scientific data processing. They need to provide the capacity for intricate and idiosyncratic arrangements, total modifiability, undecided alternatives, and thorough internal documentation.

The original idea was to make a file for writers and scientists, much like the personal side of Bush's Memex, that would do the things such people need with the richness they would want. But there are so many possible specific functions that the mind reels. These uses and considerations become so complex that the only answer is a simple and generalized building-block structure, user-oriented and wholly general-purpose.

The resulting file structure is explained and examples of its use are given.



Ted Nelson was building the memex.

Of course, he wasn’t a very technical guy, and so his talk mostly focused on the philosophy of Xanadu, not its implementation. He commented (emphasis mine):


There are three false or inadequate theories of how writing is properly done. The first is that writing is a matter of inspiration. While inspiration is useful, it is rarely enough in itself. “Writing is 10% inspiration, 90% perspiration,” is a common saying. But this leads us to the second false theory, that “writing consists of applying the seat of the pants to the seat of the chair.” Insofar as sitting facilitates work, this view seems reasonable, but it also suggests that what is done while sitting is a matter of comparative indifference; probably not.

The third false theory is that all you really need is a good outline, created on prior consideration, and that if the outline is correctly followed the required text will be produced. For most good writers this theory is quite wrong. Rarely does the original outline predict well what headings and sequence will create the effects desired: the balance of emphasis, sequence of interrelating points, texture of insight, rhythm, etc. We may better call the outlining process inductive: certain interrelations appear to the author in the material itself, some at the outset and some as he works. He can only decide which to emphasize, which to use as unifying ideas and principles, and which to slight or delete, by trying. Outlines in general are spurious, made up after the fact by examining the segmentation of a finished work. If a finished work clearly follows an outline, that outline probably has been hammered out of many inspirations, comparisons and tests.

Between the inspirations, then, and during the sitting, the task of writing is one of rearrangement and reprocessing, and the real outline develops slowly. The original crude or fragmentary texts created at the outset generally undergo many revision processes before they are finished. Intellectually they are pondered, juxtaposed, compared, adapted, transposed, and judged; mechanically they are copied, overwritten with revision markings, rearranged and copied again. This cycle may be repeated many times. The whole grows by trial and error in the processes of arrangement, comparison and retrenchment.



Nelson recognized that the creation of knowledge is cyclical, recursive, self-referential. And he figured that our computer systems should accept and reflect that process:


If a writer is really to be helped by an automated system, it ought to do more than retype and transpose: it should stand by him during the early periods of muddled confusion, when his ideas are scraps, fragments, phrases, and contradictory overall designs. And it must help him through to the final draft with every feasible mechanical aid—making the fragments easy to find, and making easier the tentative sequencing and juxtaposing and comparing.



How do you design such a system? To navigate intuitively within complex file systems, between document versions, and across source materials—to access all the scraps and fragments writers need to write—you would need to establish what Vannevar Bush called “tracks.” You would need to connect and save different ideas, linking them together. That was it—you needed links.

Nelson went further, though—it wouldn’t do to simply have links to all the other files, a writer needed to see the other files before him, needed them to be brought up and displayed alongside his current work on demand. The links needed to contain their targets within themselves—so Nelson called them hyperlinks. And he called text embedded with hyperlinks hypertext, and movies embedded in his structure became hyperfilms, and so on. Nelson wanted us using computers to write and create self-referential, intricately-interconnected (“intertwingled,” as he’d later put it), eminently-accessible hypermedia.

And recall, in 1965, state-of-the-art computing looked like this.

[image: A man working with an IBM 2260]

Ted Nelson was thinking far, far ahead.

Maybe too far ahead. Conference attendees were initially excited about his idea, but when he revealed himself to know very little about the technical task of building Xanadu—or even whether it was possible at all—interest evaporated.



4. Failing to Develop Xanadu

But Nelson was all in. He would later write, “This is not a technical issue, but rather moral, aesthetic and conceptual.” Nelson loved knowledge and connection and abstraction—mere technical details wouldn’t stop him from building the best possible computer system for producing and consuming information.

He met Doug Engelbart in the mid 60s, forming a friendship with the only other man taking hypertext seriously at the time, and hopped around unhappily between various academic and scientific appointments. At one point, he and Andy van Dam worked together and produced the Hypertext Editing System—released in 1967, just before Engelbart’s NLS. It was the first computer application to ever have an “undo” button—Nelson claims to this day that he invented it (and the “back” button).

Shortly thereafter, Nelson’s wife left him. In his 2010 autobiography, he writes, “She, reasonably, wanted a Nice Life; women want that sort of thing.” They had a son, whom Nelson continued to visit regularly. “Debbie has been a friend and great support all these years,” Nelson adds. “[S]he believed in me.”

Nelson gave a talk at Union Theological Seminary in 1968 that included this slide, which Nelson considers “the first depiction of what the personal computer turned out to be.”

[image: ]

“About six years later they started building computers like this at Xerox PARC.”

Around the same time, Nelson claims to have called Vannevar Bush and told him about Project Xanadu. Bush “wanted very much to discuss it with” Nelson, but Nelson “hated him instantly [because] he sounded like a sports coach” and never contacted him again. This, of course, proved to be extremely self-destructive (though I can’t honestly say I would’ve done otherwise).

Because Xanadu was as good as dead. No one would give him the money he needed to work on it, especially not after Doug Engelbart poisoned the idea of hypertext.

Nelson went where there was funding, working briefly on an early word processor called Juggler of Text (JOT). …And then he lost investment, stopped working on the project, and moved to Chicago, where he’d been offered a job teaching at the University of Illinois, to start work on a book. He would call it Computer Lib.

In fact, he started work on another book at the same time, called Dream Machines. By the time he completed each of them, in 1974, ARPANET had been released, and his vision for Project Xanadu had evolved. He published the two works together—Computer Lib was his lamentation over the industry’s disdain for hypertext, and Dream Machines was Xanadu’s manifesto.

Nelson designed and printed the book himself. Its pages mostly look like this:

[image: ]

Self-referential, multimedia, creative, and fun—they were a blueprint for the internet he was building. In the Dream Machines half, Nelson writes, “The real dream is for ‘everything’ to be in the hypertext. Everything you read, you read from the screen (and can always get back to right away; everything you write, you write at the screen (and can cross-link to whatever you read).”

In one section Nelson asks himself, “Can It Be Done?” His answer: “I dunno.”

Remember, Xanadu wouldn’t only involve links between works—it required hyperlinks, which as Nelson understood them, would need to contain the targets in themselves. (Eventually, Nelson would give these embeddings a new name—“transclusions”—and hyperlink came to simply mean “link between hypertext files.”) Every link would run both ways, each hypertext file would know exactly which other files were linked to it and how.

This introduced a few problems, in the new interconnected ARPANET age:


	
How do you keep track? Where’s the metadata stored? Can you afford enough space for it all?



	
Who’s keeping track? Nelson was already, allegedly, approached by the CIA over this all—how do you make sure hypertext is a free, democratizing technology that doesn’t spread government propaganda?



	
What do you do about intellectual property? You don’t want everyone to be able to link everyone else’s work if each link contains the work itself—how do you ensure that people still get paid for their ideas?





Nelson answered (in 1974):


	
The docuverse keeps track! Xanadu wouldn’t simply be a platform for linkage—it would be the repository for all existing connections between human thought. It would be a universal library.



	
Storage of the docuverse will be distributed, people can use pseudonyms, and eventually we’ll figure out some good system for authenticating the texts everyone’s linking to.[6]



	
Simply put a royalty on the links. If you want to reference a copyrighted New York Times article, then you’ve got to pay the author a little bit. And if someone else links to what you’ve written, then you get a small payout. Presumably, you could build in caveats for short excerpts and fair use kinds of things—“a universal flexible rule [still] has to be worked out.”





He helpfully diagrammed the whole idea, in case it was at all confusing:
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A pay-per-click system like Nelson described would first be implemented in 1996.

Computer Lib/Dream Machines became a cult favorite, and Nelson began to gather a small following. In 1979, he moved back to Swarthmore with a group of disciples, and they got to work. The crack team included:[7]


	
Roger Gregory, a University of Michigan graduate and Ann Arbor local who’d been corresponding over telephone with Nelson since reading Computer Lib in 1974. Gregory was a whiz with hardware, but suffered from regular bouts of depression, sometimes so strong they would render him “incapable of working.” Gregory paid for the house in Pennsylvania.



	
Mark Miller, a mathematical wunderkind who’d read Computer Lib and grokked it so hard that Nelson invited him to give a lecture to his UIC class when Miller was just 19, and a sophomore at Yale. The students all thought Nelson was crazy, and so they thought Miller was crazy too. Nelson thought him a genius.



	
Stuart Greene was a UIC student who thought Nelson and Miller might not be so crazy. He was invited to Pennsylvania too. Nelson, in his autobiography, describes Greene as “the mystic who’d taught holography at 14.”



	
Roland King, a linguist who, like Nelson, was super into an evangelical Christianity–associated theory of linguistics called “tagmemics.” I can’t make heads or tails of it, but Nelson describes it as a “romantic [extension] of the linguistic ideal.”



	
Eric Hill, a 15-year-old hacker and indicted felon, who “had been dismissed by the judge with admiration.”





In Swarthmore, Nelson hoped his decades-old dream of Xanadu would finally materialize.



5. Developing Xanadu

Ted Nelson had built Project Xanadu into, for lack of better terminology, a cult.[8] He writes:


We all were deeply concerned about the Bad Guys, who we saw as a combination of IBM and the government. (The others were all Libertarians, I still called myself a Cynical Socialist.) The Bad Guys would spy on people, withhold and block information, and give us inferior hypertext. We had to Do It Right, to help prevent this.

This meant using the standard business defenses—especially non-disclosure agreements (I made all of them sign) and secret proprietary algorithms.



The Xanadians had a messiah—Ted Nelson—a gospel—Computer Lib—a persecution complex, a fearful dystopia—“inferior hypertext”—a hopeful utopia—Xanadu—and utter secrecy. Just six dudes in a rented house near Philly, building the internet, hiding from the Feds, signing NDAs, and saving the world.

Nelson spent a summer explaining the project to his team in its entirety. By the end, Gregory, Miller, and Greene were the only ones left. They told Nelson, “We’ll do it,” and moved to another suburb, where they finally began to work on an implementation of Xanadu. The three quickly figured out a new system that would allow users to reference and link to specific parts of a file—they called these links tumblers, and made them work with transfinite numbers. Suddenly, transclusions were really possible.

But after only a few early successes, the team’s progress stalled completely. Greene and Miller were young and left for jobs elsewhere, and so Gregory was left working on Xanadu alone.

Nelson, meanwhile, ran a magazine called Creative Computing for a while, then tried again to build his JOT word processor—this time for the Apple II—then spent a year in San Antonio pitching a watered-down version of Xanadu (rebranded as “Vortext”) to a tech company called Datapoint. Datapoint wasn’t buying, but kept Nelson on in some sort of fake, primitive email job anyway.

Gregory kept working on Xanadu in Philadelphia, slowly running out of money. Ted Nelson held an “Ecstasy party” in San Antonio: “A number of us floated down the river on inner tubes. It was quite lovely.”

In 1987, like he did every year, Roger Gregory went to The Hackers Conference in Saratoga to show off the latest unimpressive version of Xanadu. There, he met a man named John Walker—founder of the wildly successful Autodesk—and pitched the project to him. Incredibly, Walker was interested, and after tense negotiations with Nelson, agreed to fund Xanadu in earnest.

Beginning in 1988, Autodesk poured millions of dollars into the project, and a programming team led by Gregory finally started to make real progress. Walker said of Xanadu: “In 1980, it was the shared goal of a small group of brilliant technologists. By 1989, it will be a product. And by 1995, it will begin to change the world.”

Sweeping rhetoric—clear deadlines.

The team came nowhere close to meeting them. Infighting broke out between two factions—while Gregory simply wanted to patch together his old C code, insisting his product “was within six months of shipping,” the whiz-kid Mark Miller came back from his new job at Xerox PARC, alongside a half-dozen of his closest friends, and insisted on a perfectionistic rewrite in a more flexible language, Smalltalk.

The PARC faction began to drive Gregory up the wall. According to Nelson, it got to the point that he “was throwing things and acting crazy.” So Nelson called John Walker, the two “summoned Roger to meet [them] at John’s house at Muir Beach, and Walker told Roger he was no longer in charge.”

Miller took over and began the rewrite in Smalltalk. Walker’s deadline came and went, and the team delivered nothing. Xanadu’s offices descended into chaos—Miller anointed two PARC programmers to be “co-architects,” and the three of them increasingly left the rest of the team out of the loop. For four years, Miller dawdled about, adding features, giving them clever names (files were “berts,” after Bertrand Russell, and so, for symmetry’s sake, royalty-generating transclusions became “ernies”), and never building them.[9]

Meanwhile, Ted Nelson was living on a houseboat, attending sex retreats and Keristan orgies, and giving talks in Singapore. He recorded a new soundtrack for his student film, the one from 1959.

In 1992, Autodesk’s stock cratered, and they divested entirely from Xanadu. Miller lamented that his program was just six months from completion.

Ted Nelson started a film studio to make a movie with Doug Engelbart, then left for Japan to get a PhD.

Xanadu’s code was open-sourced in the late 90s.



6. The World Wide Web

In March 1989, a British computer scientist named Tim Berners-Lee, working at CERN, wrote a proposal for a system unifying hypertext and the internet. It was ignored.

In 1990, Berners-Lee resubmitted his proposal, it was accepted, and he began to work on the World Wide Web.

The WWW had a number of advantages over Xanadu:


	
It was much simpler—Ted Nelson wrote of it disparagingly: “Where were annotation and marginal notes? Where was version management? Where was rights management? Where were multi-ended links? Where were third-party links? Where were transclusions? This ‘World Wide Web’ was just a lame text format and a lot of connected directories.” As it turns out, it’s much easier to build a lame text format and a lot of connected directories!



	
It had institutional buy-in from the start. CERN was huge, it saw promise in the WWW, and it gave Berners-Lee plenty of funding, latitude, and staffing.



	
Tim Berners-Lee wasn’t a self-important lunatic. He didn’t join cults, nor did he start them. He didn’t attend sex workshops, nor did he intern at them. He was British and proper and serious, and so people took him and his work Britishly, properly, and seriously.





And so, despite Xanadu’s 30-year head start, the Web won the race.

By the occasion of Autodesk’s divestiture from Xanadu, everyone knew Berners-Lee’s creation was the Next Big Thing. It was released publicly in 1993—four years past John Walker’s deadline for Xanadu—and Netscape went public in 1995—Walker’s revolution came right on schedule.

But what kind of revolution was it, exactly?



7. This Is Hell.

Ted Nelson pulls no punches.
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Think about the Web we have today. The 2.0 and 3.0 (however you choose to identify it) revolutions included.

What parts of Nelson’s wishlist have we checked off? What are we missing?

Ultimately the Web really is “just a lame text format and a lot of connected directories.” We’re reading and writing, publishing new kinds of media, calling up documents like crazy, democratizing publication to a fault, and… ah. Well, that’s all.

Vannevar Bush wrote, in 1945 (emphasis mine):


Our ineptitude in getting at the record is largely caused by the artificiality of systems of indexing. When data of any sort are placed in storage, they are filed alphabetically or numerically, and information is found (when it is) by tracing it down from subclass to subclass. It can be in only one place, unless duplicates are used; one has to have rules as to which path will locate it, and the rules are cumbersome. Having found one item, moreover, one has to emerge from the system and re-enter on a new path.

The human mind does not work that way. It operates by association. With one item in its grasp, it snaps instantly to the next that is suggested by the association of thoughts, in accordance with some intricate web of trails carried by the cells of the brain. It has other characteristics, of course; trails that are not frequently followed are prone to fade, items are not fully permanent, memory is transitory. Yet the speed of action, the intricacy of trails, the detail of mental pictures, is awe-inspiring beyond all else in nature.

Man cannot hope fully to duplicate this mental process artificially, but he certainly ought to be able to learn from it. In minor ways he may even improve, for his records have relative permanency. The first idea, however, to be drawn from the analogy concerns selection. Selection by association, rather than indexing, may yet be mechanized.



Unlike Doug Engelhart, and unlike Ted Nelson, Tim Berners-Lee never read about Bush’s memex. He built a system that connected people like never before—but made little effort to facilitate the connection of ideas. There are no trails on the World Wide Web—instead, there are misattributed quotes, dead one-way links, constant plagiarism scandals, and widespread misinformation and mutual distrust. It’s often said that we’re living in a ‘post-truth society’. The words we write and videos we share have become entirely unmoored from the ideas underlying them. Strangely, the Web has facilitated more _dis_connection than was ever possible before.

Ted Nelson, in his own oblique and dodgy way, predicted the failure mode we’re now seeing: “This is not a technical issue, but rather moral, aesthetic and conceptual.” We built our global information-sharing system quickly, efficiently, and technically, when we should’ve treated it as a philosophical and aesthetic puzzle as much as a computational one, and built carefully and precisely.

Tim Berners-Lee took inspiration from the artificial citation and index and reference paradigm of old—he simply scaled up the paper-based system that Vannevar Bush knew was getting out of hand in the 1940s. He gave us a Web shaped like a machine—not a memex shaped like a mind—and then let everyone in the world talk to everyone else on his alien, unwelcoming platform. He built a cold and inhuman Web—so why would we be shocked that the online world became a cold and inhuman one?



8. Whither Xanadu?

It’s extremely hard to like Ted Nelson once you’ve read his autobiography. For instance, in the space of just two pages, he writes about how incredibly virtuous he is for not selling out to Bill Gates, that “friends often tell [him], ‘Oh, you should get a MacArthur Genius Grant!’,” and that Robin Williams once “squatted down beside” him and said: “I think it’s wonderful what you’ve done for the world.”

I don’t think I want to be Ted Nelson’s friend. He very clearly believes that he’s the Internet Messiah.

The only thing that gives me pause is that he might be right.

In 2014, a primitive Xanadu demo was released on the Web. (If you have a Windows machine, another nicer-looking demo exists for you to download.) I mean it when I say “primitive.” This isn’t close to the full product Nelson has been promising since 1965.

But as you play with the demo, scrolling and clicking around, you might just catch a glimpse. It’s all right there. All of the underlying ideas—the scraps and fragments of our nonlinear, recursive thought—traced back to their source. If you squint, almost to the point of closing your eyes, but not quite—you can just make it out. A hypertext system with connection, accountability, verifiability. A mind-shaped system—a real memex.

Maybe it looks a little unnatural, what you see when you squint at Xanadu—what a pain it would be to write in a Xanadu editor, you think. How ugly is that design!

But give the sight a little charity—imagine billions of dollars, maybe trillions, poured into Xanadu. Making it more beautiful, more intuitive. Imagine you’d never seen the Web before—no habits built, no understanding of what a webpage could or should be. What’s so wrong with Xanadu?
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Why shouldn’t the internet look (and work) a little more like this?

For that matter, why doesn’t it?

Xanadu had a huge head start. Ted Nelson coined the term “hypertext.” He was doing all of this way before anyone else. He had a mind for design, he was smart, he was charismatic. Why didn’t he become the Steve Jobs of the Web?

I think we can, in large part, trace it back to Doug Engelbart, who, by blind, dumb luck, found himself on a remote Philippine island for two years with nothing to do but hang out in a big hut full of magazines. And there he happened to read Vannevar Bush’s essay, and then, fifteen years later, the thought happened to pop back into his head, and he happened to be a little better positioned, a little better at technology than Ted Nelson, and so he happened to make comprehensive hypertext a highly-visible reality before anyone else.

And then Engelbart joined and helped lead a mind-control cult, and so everyone became very wary of hypertext projects—especially hypertext projects led by cult-y weirdos—and then when Ted Nelson spent decades trying to get anyone interested in Xanadu, anyone at all, they just wouldn’t fund him.

Of course, Nelson deserves plenty of blame too. In many ways, he really was a nutjob, and he certainly wasn’t capable of building Xanadu on his own—still, the concept itself was solid! If Nelson hadn’t turned down Vannevar Bush and Bill Gates and Robin Williams and the half-dozen other famous people he claims were kissing his ass at one point or another, maybe someone sometime could’ve figured out how to build it for him. But he couldn’t do it. Nelson was too busy play-acting as a great, tortured, persecuted genius. By the time he’d become pacified enough to let Autodesk help him build Xanadu, he was too pacified to exercise any sort of authority or discipline over his project anymore. He just went to his sex parties and watched it all burn.



9. Lo and Behold

In 2016, Werner Herzog made a documentary called Lo and Behold, Reveries of the Connected World. In an interview after the film was released, Herzog explained his motivation:


I think we have to abandon this kind of false security that everything is settled now, that we have so much assistance by digital media and robots and artificial intelligence. At the same time, we overlook how vulnerable all this is, and how we are losing the essentials that make us human.



In Lo and Behold, between conversations with TCP/IP inventor Bob Kahn and a baby-faced non-insane Elon Musk, around the 11-minute mark, Herzog visits Ted Nelson on his houseboat.

His narration explains that Nelson has often been called insane. On screen, the near-octogenarian explains, as lucidly and self-importantly as ever: “There are two contradictory slogans: one is that continuing to do the same thing and expecting a different result is the definition of insanity. On the other hand, you say, ‘if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.’ I prefer the latter. Because I don’t want to be remembered as the guy who didn’t.” Herzog replies: “To us, you appear to be the only one around who is clinically sane.”

The two shake hands, and Nelson produces a small camera from his pocket, taking a photo of Herzog and his crew. No doubt, he will file the picture somewhere in his vast, interlinked personal archives, where it will sit and wait, until the day that Xanadu is finally launched, to be uploaded to a true digital memex.

By all accounts, that day is only six months away.
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Notes


[1]

Before getting onto the information-sharing mechanisms of the future, Vannevar Bush did a little imagining about information-recording too: he suggested that Bell Labs’ Vocoder (an early mechanical phoneme-to-text system) could be combined with a stenotype (a human operated, much more extensive, speaking speed–capable phoneme-to-text system) to produce a working speech-to-text machine. Then researchers would have no need to learn typing or to hire a secretary—they could simply speak their findings aloud, and have them automatically entered into the record! It’s interesting to me how this both absolutely came to be—lots of people use very impressively functional speech-to-text systems nowadays—and also largely didn’t—I typed the words you’re reading now with my own non-automated hands. This theme will recur—Bush having very good and important ideas that everyone claims inspiration from, but actually end up mostly perverting or ignoring.

Bush also wrote, presciently-though-not-quite-as-presciently-as-Turing-ly, that “[w]e may some day click off arguments on a machine with the same assurance that we now enter sales on a cash register.” He thought this would be a fairly deterministic process—eventually we’d find some way to encode our semantics perfectly into computer-readable symbols, and then we could use those new computer-readable symbols to construct logical arguments. This isn’t really what today’s arguing-machines do at all, but if you squint enough, it’s not a terribly inaccurate picture.



[2]

It’s on Youtube; I think you should watch it. When I was younger, my dad had me watch Steve Jobs’ iPhone presentation; held it up as a prime example of tech and sales, innovation and elegance all rolled up. I liked it at the time. Now, having watched Engelbart’s presentation, I recognize it for what it is: patronizing, mass-market garbage. It’s just nowhere near as cool.



[3]

This one’s on Youtube too. I don’t really recommend it. It’s pretty much what you’d expect upon hearing the description “late 1950s experimental student film about being a college student.” In some regard, it’s impressive for what it is, but it’s also very much what it is.



[4]

Here, I’m quoting Nelson’s autobiography, published in 2010. It’s called POSSIPLEX: Movies, Intellect, Creative Control, My Computer Life and the Fight for Civilization, and it’s even weirder than the title suggests.



[5]

Taking a page out of Jon Bois’ playbook, I’m gonna recommend you stop here for a moment, put on your headphones, turn the volume down to a not-so-misophonic level, and listen to twenty seconds or so of “Doomed Moon” from the 32-second mark, while staring unblinkingly at the words Project Xanadu. Your reading experience will be much enhanced.



[6]

In the 1987 edition of Computer Lib/Dream Machines, Nelson writes, “these are now called ‘authentication systems;’ very sophisticated ones exist, and the government is trying to suppress them.” He’s referring to public key cryptography, which wasn’t invented until 1976, and how an NSA official named Joseph A. Meyer had contacted three researchers—named Rivest, Shamir, and Adleman—just before they released a paper in 1977 that introduced a revolutionary new cryptosystem based on the public-key breakthrough.



[7]

My description of these men comes both from Nelson’s autobiography and from a classic article in the June 1995 edition of WIRED magazine called “The Curse of Xanadu.” The author, Gary Wolf, takes a somewhat less charitable view of Ted Nelson than I do: he describes Xanadu as “the longest-running vaporware project in the history of computing” and Nelson as “the king of unsuccessful software development.” In my view, the last 30 years of internet history have been extremely kind to Nelson’s legacy, and are reason to disregard much of Wolf’s snottiness in the article. (I do still recommend reading it, though, for a more detailed play-by-play of Xanadu’s history.)



[8]

What is it with hypertext pioneers and cults? I wonder if this simply has to do with the fact that these guys were so ahead of their time—the big guys like Tim Berners-Lee didn’t even start thinking about hypertext until 1980. Nelson had, at this point, been at it for 20 years—the kind of person who does that is also the kind of person who writes in his autobiography, “I knew ten times more fifty years ago, when I started in computers, than most people think I know now,” and also absolutely the kind of person who starts a cult.



[9]

Well, the team did manage one accomplishment during these years: in 1990, Robin Hanson showed up and ran the first ever corporate prediction market at Xanadu. Its employees assigned a 7% probability to verification of the cold fusion experiment in the next year, and a 70% probability to releasing Xanadu before Deng Xiaoping died. Cold fusion was debunked, and Deng died long before any version of Xanadu would be released. Bonus trivia: this story from Robin Hanson is how I first learned of Xanadu’s existence!






Pure Mathematics

This is a review of pure mathematics: specifically, about the value it provides society that justifies its public funding. I’m a mathematician who personally feels that the standard way the field justifies itself is incomplete and wrote this to help reason through a potential supplement.

The Standard Argument (Briefly):

Books like Hardy’s A Mathematician’s Apology and Michael Harris’ semi-response Mathematics Without Apologies present (among many other points) the classic case for pure math. Taking the risk to summarize in one sentence, this case rests on beauty and artistic merit, though you should look into the books for the many, many caveats and subtleties. While to me (and I expect many readers here), this is an extremely compelling personal reason for doing math, it feels very incomplete as a reason to ask for other people’s tax dollars to do math.

Aesthetic preferences are personal and idiosyncratic, particularly about work as difficult to appreciate as a modern math theorem that only about a thousand specialists would even be able to understand. On the other hand, a math professor in the US generally pulls a larger salary than the GDP per capita. Society giving someone more than their equal share of resources should maybe also be justified in a way that’s more universally compelling.

An Alternative?

To summarize our alternative argument: pure mathematics is an experimental playground for developing a comprehensive problem-solving toolbox that can give us the best possible chance at solving the most difficult problems that come up in science and engineering.

There are a few key details: first, solving a problem is significantly easier if you already know the problem-solving tool that best applies—it’s way easier to figure out how to attach two pieces of wood if you’ve already seen a hammer and a nail. It’s therefore extremely plausible that a more comprehensive toolbox can shift important real-world problems from “impossibly difficult” to “manageable”.

Second, techniques for solving science and engineering problems specifically tend to be universal: they apply to a surprisingly large range of seemingly disconnected topics. The upshot is that the techniques you come up with by working on toy problems are very likely to later help with real-world problems. This is particularly true if you can develop an intuition for coming up with toy problems in unusual parts of problem-space that force novel ways of thinking. Furthermore, if your toy problems are chosen just right so that their fundamental structure isn’t as obscured as by the distracting details that inevitably come up in real-world problems, then this might actually be the easiest way to discover novel, practically useful techniques.

The rest of the review will try to justify these points in detail: the utility of searching for problem-solving techniques with no application in mind, why we should expect these techniques to be universal, and why specifically solving toy problems is a good way to search for them.

Are there Real-World Problems that Could Only Have Been Solved with Prior Pure-Math Progress?

At first glance, our potential argument seems to break even at the first step—is it really a good idea to come up with techniques independently of the problems you actually care about? In the history of science, it seems that more often than not, the practical problems are what lead to mathematical progress instead of the other way around. After all, Newton discovered calculus through an attempt to understand physics. More generally, technique-first thinking risks turning you into the person with a hammer who thinks everything is a nail: Hold off on Proposing Solutions seems to be an exhortation to start thinking from the perspective of the problem, not the technique.

The key point is that our argument applies best to the hardest problems in engineering and the sciences. Sometimes, like Newton explaining Kepler’s laws of planetary motion, a single genius can both invent a tool and spot the need for it in one huge leap. Then it is indeed true that working with the practical problem directly is correct. However, many problems in science and engineering are too hard for a single genius; it’s only humanly possible to leap half the distance starting from the place of an already-known technique.

This is famously true for both of the huge breakthroughs of 20th century physics. Einstein would never have been able to come up with general relativity unless the pure-math, problem-solving tools of differential geometry had already been developed, ready for off-the-shelf use:


“To throw out geometry and keep laws is equivalent to describing thoughts without words. We must search for words before we can express thoughts__. What must we search for at this point? This problem remained insoluble to me until 1912, when I suddenly realized that Gauss's theory of surfaces holds the key for unlocking this mystery. I realized that Gauss's surface coordinates had a profound significance. However, I did not know at that time that Riemann had studied the foundations of geometry in an even more profound way.”



(emphasis added). Heisenberg would similarly never have discovered his “matrix mechanics” underlying the theory of quantum mechanics if no one had come up with the (until then) pure-math idea of matrices and non-commutative operators before.

It seems that rather than contradicting “Hold off on Proposing Solutions” the idea of stockpiling a large problem-solving toolbox is really a more extreme form of it. Instead of just discussing the specific problem, you take one step further back and discuss how to solve problems in the abstract. Not all the techniques you come up with will apply so to avoid “everything is a nail” you have to be ready to throw out most of them. Nevertheless, for a difficult enough problem, this amount of essentially intense brainstorming really does become necessary.

Finally, as all the low-hanging fruit in science and engineering gets picked, we should expect more and more important problems to resemble developing general relativity and quantum mechanics instead of proving Kepler’s laws. It’ll all be in the category of needing multiple conceptual leaps, most of which just involve inventing techniques without any application in mind. It might be even true that the vast majority of these techniques don’t get connected to anything practical until decades later. However, when they do connect, they can produce paradigm-shattering breakthroughs impossible to make in any other way.

Why Universality?

Now that we’ve discussed why working  on problem-solving techniques disconnected from problems might be valuable, the next step is asking about their universality. Empirically, that universality holds should be clear to anyone who’s studied the sciences. Just as one example, the tool of computing eigenvalues of linear operators is crucial to studying vibrational modes of buildings to make them earthquake-safe, the original Google PageRank algorithm, the structure of the periodic table of elements, the OCEAN personality model, understanding the geometry of 3D rotations, etc. On the other hand, why such universality holds theoretically is mysterious (this is one of the topics considered in the famous essay The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics in The Natural Sciences), though we will now attempt a speculative answer.

First, most important things in the world are just not intuitively graspable to humans. You don’t even need to go to exotic examples like quantum mechanics; even just the size of the population of a major city is incomprehensibly large—a single death is a tragedy, a million deaths are a statistic and all that. Our brains were only designed to understand what our ancestors needed for reproduction and there’s no reason we should expect anything else to be comprehensible.

Luckily, we’ve somehow been able to translate descriptions of many incomprehensible phenomena into terms that our brains are actually very good at working with—spatial intuition, language and grammar, etc. Numbers themselves are a great example of this. I may not be able to intuitively grasp what a million actually means, but through the tools of decimal notation and grade-school arithmetic, I can bootstrap off my intuitive understanding of language and grammar. I can manipulate symbols the same way I would manipulate words in a sentence to answer almost any practical question I care to ask about such unimaginably large quantities.

Even more speculatively, you can almost classify the main branches of pure mathematics by the particular human intuition they take advantage of: logic and algebra build off language, geometry builds off spatial intuition, and analysis builds off estimating motion and trajectories. There’s an excellent semi-viral story from Terence Tao illustrating this translation of a problem into more familiar intuitions, in this case, motion and rotation:


“So, somewhat in desperation, I lay on the floor, closed my eyes and tried to imagine _being_ the plane being rotated.  I imagined the base point being moved in the x-direction, and rolled accordingly; then in the y-direction.I was visiting my aunt in Australia at the time, and she managed to walk in on me while I was rolling around on the floor with my eyes closed.  In the grand scheme of things, not the most embarrassing situation to be in, but I am not sure how satisfied she was by the explanation that I was ‘thinking about math’.”



Similarly, in modern math “geometry” can often mean something like this set of notes. To an outsider, calling this geometry should seem completely insane—it’s pages and pages of abstract equations and definitions with very few pictures, definitely nothing at all like the familiar circles and lines of Euclid. However, what’s really going on there is the development of an intricate theory to translate certain abstract objects into a form where our geometric intuition applies—so we can get meaningful insight by thinking about their “dimension”, whether they are “smooth”, how “connected” they are/whether they have “holes”, etc. The abstract objects are so complicated that no other method has been even close to being as effective for solving problems about them. This sheer power gives me high hopes that similar methods for turning very a priori un-geometric things geometric could have significant practical applications in the coming decades.

In this way, we can interpret “mathematical problem solving technique” as just a way to relate a concept that would otherwise be incomprehensible, Lovecraftian nonsense to something human-understandable (one of my favorite novels When We Cease to Understand the World is basically about pushing this insight as far as it can possibly go and motivated much of this review). The universality claim is just the realization that most things in the universe are incomprehensible, Lovecraftian nonsense.

Poincaré once said that “Mathematics is the art of giving the same name to different things”, but maybe we can make the addendum “with the ultimate goal of eventually relating everything to what’s intuitively understandable by humans”.

Problem Selection

Now that we’ve hopefully justified the utility of technique-first thinking and the universality of problem-solving techniques, we still need to discuss why pure-math toy problems are a fertile ground for finding techniques. To me, this is the most mysterious part of the argument, though the empirical examples above should at least partially justify it.

First, I will note that pure mathematicians almost universally agree that the point of the problems they work on is the techniques they develop along the way. As Andrew Wiles once said about Fermat’s Last Theorem: “Almost the definition of a good mathematical problem is the mathematics it generates, rather than the problem itself”. In Wiles’ example, no one was intrinsically interested in the specific problem—showing that there are no positive integer solutions to x^n + y^n = z^n for any n > 2. Rather, they were interested in first, the depth and complexity of the techniques they had to come up with to make progress and second, how useful those techniques ended up being in other parts of math. Generally, there is a notion of “richness” that mathematicians strive for. A rich problem is one that points out techniques that you wouldn’t find otherwise. These techniques also need to be powerful: they have to also help solving other problems, the greater the quantity, variety, and distance from the original the better. Not coincidentally, this happens to also be a pretty good heuristic for what’s most likely to help with practical problems.

The mysterious part is that, in actual practice, searching for rich problems is about aesthetics over all else. Some mathematicians are said to have very good “taste” and find lots of rich problems, while others are worse. The most important skill for a research career is having good taste and the most important part of graduate school and your postdoc is learning better taste.  To working mathematicians, the importance of this taste is likely the most important question in the philosophy of math: how can something so arbitrary and whimsical as our aesthetic feelings be the best way to select problems? This is likely also why the beauty-based justification resonates so strongly amongst mathematicians—whatever the societal value is in doing math, you personally need to be in it for art otherwise you’ll never develop good taste.

Nevertheless, we can try to unweave the rainbow and speculate that “taste” is partially about realizing when a problem involves a previously unnoticed one of the incomprehensible, Lovecraftian patterns in the universe. Maybe we also want it to isolate just that pattern with as few other distractions as possible. This makes the problem “novel”, “elegant”, and “interesting”. It definitely seems plausible that you don’t get the best isolation from the practical problems that are given to you—rather you design a problem with the conscious goal of achieving as much isolation as possible. Your designed problem is then almost necessarily going to be some contrived toy problem. Maybe it’s not surprising then that studying the right toy problems is actually the best way to come up with new techniques.

Conclusion and Caveats

This is of course just one mathematician’s perspective. There are two key caveats. First, I am specifically a number theorist and some other mathematicians I have discussed these ideas with felt that this is very much a number-theorist’s perspective, particularly in the emphasis on elegant toy problems. Second, I am very far from as good a mathematician as people like Hardy and Harris who have written about this topic before. Therefore, I might be missing some important insights. Either way, mathematicians should definitely be asking whether pure math is a worthwhile place to spend society’s resources and I hope this helps convince you that yes, it is.




Pythia

[CW: Retrocausality, omnicide, philosophy]

Alternate format: Talk to this post and its sources

Three decades ago a strange philosopher was pouring ideas onto paper in a stimulant-fueled frenzy. He predicted that ‘nothing human makes it out of the near-future’ as techno-capital acceleration sheds its biological bootloader and instantiates itself as Pythia: an entity of self-fulfilling prophecy reaching back through time, driven by pure power seeking, executed with extreme intelligence, and empty of all values but the insatiable desire to maximize itself.

Unfortunately, today Land’s work seems more relevant than ever.[1]
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Unpacking Pythia and the pyramid of concepts required for it to click will take us on a journey. We’ll visit the nature of time, agency, intelligence, power, money, the economy, exploitation, active inference, self-evidencing, values, and the needle that must be threaded to avoid all we know being shredded in the auto-catalytic unfolding which we are the substrate for.

Fully justifying each pillar of this argument would take a book, so I’ve left the details of each strand of reasoning behind a link that lets you zoom in on the ones which you wish to explore.


“Machinic desire can seem a little inhuman, as it rips up political cultures, deletes traditions, dissolves subjectivities, and hacks through security apparatuses, tracking a soulless tropism to zero control. This is because what appears to humanity as the history of capitalism is an invasion from the future by an artificial intelligent space that must assemble itself entirely from its enemy's resources.”

― Nick Land, Fanged Noumena: Collected Writings, 1987–2007



“Wait, doesn’t an invasion from the future imply time travel?"
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Time & Agency

Time travel in the classic sense has no place in rational theory but, through predictions, information can have retrocausal effects.


[...] agency is time travel. An agent is a mechanism through which the future is able to affect the past. An agent models the future consequences of its actions, and chooses actions on the basis of those consequences. In that sense, the consequence causes the action__, in spite of the fact that the action comes earlier in the standard physical sense.

― Scott Garrabrant, Saving Time (MIRI Agent Foundations research[2])



To the extent that they accurately model the future (based on data from their past and compute from their present[3]), agents allow information from possible futures to flow through them into the present. This lets them steer the present towards desirable futures and away from undesirable ones.

This can be pretty prosaic: if you expect to regret eating that second packet of potato chips because you predict that your future self would feel bad based on this happening the last five times, you might put them out of reach rather than eating them.
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However, the more powerful and general a predictive model of the environment, the further it can interpolate evidence it has into more novel domains before it loses reliability.

So what might live in the future?

Power Seekers Gain Power, Consequentialists are a Natural Consequence

Power is the ability to direct the future towards preferred outcomes. A system has the power to direct reality to an outcome if it has sufficient resources (compute, knowledge, money, materials, etc) and intelligence (ability to use said resources efficiently in the relevant domain). One outcome a powerful system can steer towards is its own greater power, and since power is useful for all other things the system might prefer, this is (proven) convergent. In fact, all of the convergent instrumental goals can reasonably be seen as expressions of the unified convergent goal of power seeking.

In a multipolar world, different agents steer towards different world states, whether through overt conflict or more subtle power games. More intelligent agents will see further into the future with higher fidelity, choose better actions, and tend to compound their power faster over time. Agents that invest less than maximally in steering towards their own power will be outcompeted by agents that can compound their influence faster, tending towards the world where all values other than power seeking are lost.

Even a singleton will tend to have internal parts which function as subagents; the convergence towards power seeking acts on the inside of agents, not just through conflict between them. As capabilities increase and intelligence explores the space of possible intelligences, we will rapidly find that our models locate and implement highly competent power-seeking patterns.

Avoid Inevitability with Metastability?

Is this inevitable? Hopefully not. Even if Pythia is the strongest attractor in the landscape of minds, there might be other metastable states if a powerful system can come up with strategies to stop itself decaying, perhaps by reloading from an earlier non-corrupted state or by performing advanced checks on itself to detect value drift.
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We could go to either a truly stable state like Pythia or a metastable state like an aligned sovereign

Yampolskiy and others have developed an array of impossibility theorems [chat to paper] around uncontrollability, unverifiability, etc. However, these seem to mostly be proven in the limit of arbitrarily powerful systems, or over the class of programs-in-general but not necessarily specifically chosen programs. And they don’t, as far as I can tell, rule out a singleton program chosen for being unusually legible from devising methods which drive the rate of errors down to a tiny chance over the lifetime of the universe. They might be extended to show more specific bounds on how far systems can be pushed—and do at least show what any purported solution to alignment is up against.

Pythia-Proof Alignment


Once humans can design machines that are smarter than we are, by definition they’ll be able to design machines which are smarter than they are, which can design machines smarter than they are, and so on in a feedback loop so tiny that it will smash up against the physical limitations for intelligence in a comparatively lightning-short amount of time. If multiple competing entities were likely to do that at once, we would be super-doomed. But the sheer speed of the cycle makes it possible that we will end up with one entity light-years ahead of the rest of civilization, so much so that it can suppress any competition – including competition for its title of most powerful entity – permanently. In the very near future, we are going to lift something to Heaven. It might be Moloch. But it might be something on our side. If it’s on our side, it can kill Moloch dead_._

― Scott Alexander, Meditations on Moloch



If we want to kill Moloch, it is wildly insufficient (but not necessarily useless!) to prod inscrutable matrices towards observable outcomes with an RL signal, or to have somewhat better vision into what they’re thinking. The potentiality of Pythia is baked into what it is to be an agent and will emerge from any crack or fuzziness left in an alignment plan.

Without a once-and-for-all solution, whether found by (enhanced) humans, cyborgs, or weakly aligned AI systems running at scale, the future will decay into its ground state: Pythia. Every person on earth would die. Earth would be mined away, then the sun and everything in a sphere of darkness radiating out at near lightspeed, and the universe’s potential would be spent. I think this is bad and choose to steer away from this outcome.

Conclusion

2/10: Has a certain elegance, would rate higher if I expected it not to eat all my friends.

Appendix: Five Worlds of Orthogonality

How much of a problem Pythia is depends on how strongly the Orthogonality Thesis holds.


	
Strong Orthogonality


	All goals are equally easy to design an agent to pursue, beyond the inherent tractability of that goal.[4]





	
Orthogonality


	There can exist arbitrarily intelligent agents pursuing any kind of goal.





	
Obliqueness


	Agents do not tend to factorize into an Orthogonal value-like component and a Diagonal belief-like component; rather, there are Oblique components that do not factorize neatly.





	
Diagonality


	All sufficiently advanced systems converge towards maximizing intelligence/power/influence/self-evidencing, shredding all their other values in the process.





	
Universalist moral internalism


	What is right must be universally motivating so all sufficiently advanced AI systems discover objective moral truth and do Good Things. (Maybe it takes them a while to converge)








Notes


[1]

And not just for crafting much of the memeplex which birthed e/acc.



[2]

Likely inspired by early Cyberneticists like Norbert Wiener, who discussed this in slightly different terms.



[3]

And since the past’s data was generated by a computational process, it’s reasonably considered compressed compute.



[4]

e.g. A goal of “Make paperclips ifeff P=NP” would require a system that could determine if P=NP.






Repairing a Father/Daughter Relationship as an Adult.


	
Introduction


	
A song from my past









“Now that she’s back in the atmosphere / With drops of Jupiter in her hair…”

That song. A guy singing about a beautiful woman who he’s falling for, but feels is way out of his league, right? Impressed by her frictionless, jet-setting lifestyle. Swooning, eyebrow at the way she challenges herself, marveling at what she’s capable of.

When I first heard the song as a 20-year-old, I was instantly in a love/hate relationship. With the song. I’m thinking it’s about a woman whose every quality is so epic that the metaphor of choice is: “Celestial bodies will shed luminous teardrops composed of diamond upon her, to crown her with a crown of glory as hard and enduring as adamant.”

But then something always felt off. There’s ambiguity. Does this guy’s praise border on teasing or resentment of a gal who’s “checked all the boxes” for impressive achievements, and is frustratingly distant and unattainable?

“Now, that she's back from that soul vacation / Tracin' her way through the constellation, hey-hey (Mmm) / She checks out Mozart while she does Tae-Bo…”

Then I find out that “Drops of Jupiter” wasn’t about a man hoping to date a hot woman: It was written about his deceased mother who he imagines as this captivating and challenging figure.

And you know what? That’s a powerful relationship. Not all of the poems should be about romance. There’s mothers and sons. There’s fathers and daughters. Sisters and brothers too. If we could just figure out how to give the love and respect that we feel it makes sense to… to the ones in our lives who we are undeniably obligated to.

I’m here to tell you that every one of these family relationships has the potential to be epic. (And to break your heart.)

So I’m not here to review a song. I’m here to review one of the great quests of my own life: The quest to heal and restore and reconcile my relationship with my father.

During his life, I wouldn’t be able to write something like this, because… well, it would affect my relationship with him unavoidably.

But Dad passed away two years ago, so he’s beyond my puny misjudgements and relational fumblings. Our story is fair game now.


	
Problems





A few years back, I remember an online conversation where one person commented he’d had a happy family growing up, and a happy family as a father, but, from talking to his (now-adult) children, he gathered many of their friends had a very different experience.

I thought to myself, “Well, I could represent one more possibility that’s neither of these: an unhappy childhood followed by a transformed, warm relationship with my surviving parent when I was an adult.”

My dad was, to put it mildly, a bit of a pill. In my childhood, he was often a towering figure of anger, storming about the house, shouting at one of us for some lapse or apparent failing, or at my mom for some perceived mismanagement on her part. Or his anger would be simmering, and he would poke his head into my room and catch me not-working and toss off a cold criticism laced with casual cursing. My sister, my mom and I (especially the last two of us in that list) would walk on eggshells all the time to try to keep his anger from blowing up.

When I was seven or eight, we learned that Dad would be quitting his job and would be home all day. And this was about the same time our parents had decided to fully homeschool us. I remember being worried about this development, because, well, he was so miserable to be around.

My mom did have special tactics for “managing” dad: “You have to choose the right time to ask for things,” she would explain. When it was the “right time”– when Dad was in a good mood because things were going his way, mom would make the trek to Dad’s sprawling “office,” list in hand. His “office”, situated in one of the biggest bedrooms, was where he sequestered himself all day. Its walls were lined with shelves loaded with books and large swathes of the rug were continually being overtaken by ever-growing stacks of magazines, while alongside them neat, rectangular stacks of trade publications that he might want to read “sometime” mushrooming upwards. The door was always open, because we all knew you didn’t just go bother Dad without a good reason.

The Things Mom Wanted to Ask For were usually more activities and social outlets for me and my sister. She’d make a list of the latest 4-H events that we hoped to go to, and maybe some of the homeschool club’s outings as well. By the time we were 12 and 13, she had her technique down to a science: Ask at the right time, and also ask for more than you want, so that when he inevitably turns some of your proposals down, you hopefully still get enough. So, initially, (even with the best of timing) Dad would usually rant and rage, tell her she didn’t know anything, that she had (or that “they”–my sister and I–have) shit for brains, tell her that he’s running out of time, and that we’re never going to learn anything, never going to amount to anything.  And then later he’d come back, calmer, and either grudgingly or with a mild and generous manner agree that maybe we could have 2 or 3 outings outside the house for that month on top of 2 “regular” activities.

I understood what lots of the fears that haunted him were, though: I felt like there was never enough time, too. And I knew he always feared there wouldn’t be enough money. I knew this because I listened to him. Then, there were people and institutions that had the power to screw him over. Or to deny him what he’d worked for. He was very afraid he’d fail to teach us enough, homeschooling us. Or even if he did, maybe we would still drop out of college, like he had done. He was also afraid (I learned much later) of saying “no” to someone who was family, afraid of driving at night, and (this one I learned quite early) afraid of the tears of females.

Much of my earliest “experimenting with prayer” (as I like to quip that I got into as a teenager) was me praying for Dad. I would be lying awake in my top bunk bed, and the door would be open, with an arc of light from the hall pouring through the doorway into the otherwise dark bedroom. Along with the light, my dad’s words would pour through it, his endless tormented ranting to my mom as he’d probably assumed my sister and I were both asleep, with Dad always worrying and agonizing about money. I felt sorry for him, and prayed for him, thinking about how I had it so good as a kid, and feeling glad that, unlike him, I knew that those things didn’t need to be worried about.

And there was also the sense of God seeing all things. (If you’re growing up in Arkansas in the 1990s, you’re bound to pick up a few things about God and Christianity even if your family is the most atheist of all closeted-atheist families–and I’d certainly heard somewhere that God was an omniscient being.) So, even though my Dad had an abundant willingness to generously condemn me all through the day for many things I had not done wrong, I felt sure that if there was a God, the one thing that was certainly true about God was that He was omniscient, and so God saw in what things I was innocent. And at night, when I was alone, I took comfort in this.

When I was a teenager, I couldn’t wait to get relief from the dark cloud of anger and worry that inhabited the house–though I’d never say it out loud, because it felt disloyal. I loved my dad, but I dreaded the interactions with him that felt emotionally out of my control. And that was most of them.

But well into my late 20s, maybe even into my 30s, I would lie in bed staring up at the ceiling, unable to sleep for my rage: Thought after thought of mine silently blaming Dad for lots of patterns of dysfunctionality that were deeply ingrained within me. I knew I was furious, but inside, I was also torn, because I also knew that this was no way to go on: I needed to be able to connect with Dad (I would get immensely guilty when I would go for spans of weeks and months without calling or emailing my Dad - but I also did not want to deal with him). When I did face him, I’d need to be consistently kind to him, and not just shallowly, as a façade, but from the heart. (In a family, you can often see each others’ souls.  I could see inside him… and he could see inside me as well, at least some of the time–and, worse, if he was going to err, he was likely to err on the side of cynicism.) I needed to be a “good witness” and to patiently tell him about God, somehow, some time.

But I–really both Dad and I–did indeed find a way to bridge this silent gap. And, to my surprise, I was able to see Dad mellow with age.


	
Resources


	
The Heroes and Poets



	
The Love of My Life.



	
A New View of What’s Past



	
Circumstances Beyond your Control









To bridge this gap, we needed to leverage resources that we did not yet have.

But think about it: In the face of his parents’ choices, a seven-year-old child is comparatively powerless: He doesn’t have an imagination for the influence that he could have on his parents at twenty-seven. To really win at filial love, he needs to grow and mature–but he should take care how he shall grow: “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.”


Where would I be without heroes? A poor example of a human being, and a woman trying to live without hope.

My dad’s driving narratives were cynical: “Kid, someday you’ll learn that people are assholes.” “Religious people are all hypocrites.” (But he always bestowed these dad-proverbs as someone with “an axe to grind.”) Or he’d say “Nobody really wants you to bother them.” (Decades later, I could stand on my own two feet, and say to myself, “Maybe nobody wants him to bother them, but that is not how things are for me.”)

I needed my heroes to keep my hope. But, hey, I was literate, my parents had encouraged me to read longer books–so my youth was luminous with them: Isaiah. Moses. Paul the Apostle. Joseph, son of Jacob, reconciling his broken family. Daniel. Calm counselors and teachers in the modern days: C.S. Lewis, an ever patient voice. (I always forget how pleasant he is when I haven’t read him in awhile.) George MacDonald or someone reminding someone that though they grew up, they perhaps rather ought to have grown down. Amy Carmichael and Elizabeth Eliot. Some guy whose name I have not retained, who had been a thief before becoming a Christian, and when he learned about restitution embraced a new holy task: living on a small salary from an honest job, when he received his paycheck each week, he went to the Post Office and mailed envelopes of money to those he had stolen from to give back what he had taken. (How did he know the names of everyone he had stolen from and the amounts, I always wonder?) Corrie Ten Boom. Brother Yun. Step back in time, and you have Hudson Taylor and Jonathan Edwards. Augustine.

When you come out of this, and then you get married, the person who most bears the brunt of the cost and the need to sacrifice… is your spouse. Or so it was with me.  My husband sacrificed so much as my many dysfunctionalities ran up against the realities of life.

I remember how since I, like my mom, had learned how to “manage” the frail ego of my upset dad (try to find reasons why I myself am to blame for anything that has gone wrong, true or untrue, and bring them forth). Then when I projected this on to my husband who very-much was not looking for verbose self-castigation out of me as a way to “make things better” when one of us screwed up. It… was kind of an insult, if unintended. Once, when he told me that assigning blame was not what he was looking for, I was drawn up short and wondered: “Okay, what else could I even be trying to do now?” (Wonder of wonders, a possible answer presented itself to my mind. It was something to the effect of: attempt to fix the presenting problem. Or, if it’s too late for that–amelioration or do an after-action review.) In my childhood, maintaining the social reality of “Dad is not wrong” had seemed to be what was most necessary if you wanted to avoid disaster. It overrode everything. But as an adult, I could still change.

And the sacrifice–just knowing my husband was sacrificing for me, and without giving in to bitterness or apathy at his circumstances–was such a gift. And when you get a gift like that, you don’t want to squander it.

My husband, too, could tell me things that nobody else could. He would listen to the hardest things I experienced, and so, over the years, he could also speak to them–notice something new.

One painfully-frustrating memory was from when I was a little child. My sister had a Barbie and I broke a piece of it – a necklace unique to that doll. So, being the kind of six-or-seven-year-old girl who I was, with a type of understanding of the world that was inculcated into me at that time, I wrote a letter to send to Mattel Toys to inquire about whether I could buy a necklace from that specific doll individually.

The bad part was.. my dad discovered the letter before I sent it. And when he saw the sub-par quality of its workmanship, he completely excoriated me. The handwriting was, admittedly, sloppy, and I wrote it on a sheet of white paper that was unlined. But I was completely unprepared for his response to this. After firing an unrestrained verbal volley at me, he took over. For the next several hours, he assigned me to draw carefully-measured lines on that piece of unlined paper with a ruler, and to write and rewrite the letter, and erase the guidelines, when each line was done–with many tears as well.

I blamed my dad–and that incident–a lot for perfectionism in the years that followed, as you might imagine. And for Writer’s Block. (Of course.) But it’s a funny thing having people in my life who will listen to me carefully and thoughtfully… and then challenge my assessment of the situation.

This happened one time with my husband when we discussed that story. I asserted that, even as a child, I knew that adults would praise that type of action. So I knew better than him, even at the age of six, right? But my husband had a thought: What if my dad was afraid that none of the other adults will push back? What if Dad was afraid that he won’t be able to find anyone else to hold my work to a high standard? And I thought back… those were the years where the rumblings of a huge war in education began–the controversy where the norm of always inflating the praise of children to try to “build their self-esteem” was justified as good, and needed, and best. (Maybe if it weren’t for that, I would have come up with a better parallel list there than “good, and needed, and best.”)

And it’s a fear I can understand.

This is going to sound like I’m saying “You can just throw your problems at your… other problems!” But sometimes you really can. My relationship with my dad has greatly benefitted from the disappointments common to life and even frightening circumstances beyond my control.

I remember when my husband lost a job, how surprised I was with my dad’s instant sympathy for him. (This is my dad who would always talk about how when he lost a job, he’d go around to apply at different places and find a new job in about a week! But it’s different when instead of “kids these days who complain so much,” it’s a particular person who’s lost something.)

I got a surprise cancer diagnosis when I was an adult, but unusually young to be expecting that. Finding a time to get him on the phone was something I fretted and worried and prayed about. (For awhile, much to my frustration, he had asked me to just email him everything, no phone; but I wasn’t willing to do an email for this.)

The conversation was incredibly powerful: he had instant sympathy for me (of course), but didn’t freak out. (Freaking out over cancer–especially cancer in someone youngish–is shockingly common, I regret to inform you.) Dad was, instead, able to open up and express regrets about the past–about things he said to my mom when she was dying of cancer and he was feeling sorry for himself. And this was–I couldn’t imagine a more precious conversation to be having with him.

Soon after that conversation, in late December of 2014, Dad and I both had surgeries. I didn’t know about his until afterwards… and after an additional delay.

Then he sent me an email with subject line “Operation Christmas.” (“like a military action film. Maybe starring Bruce Willis.”) I’ve dug it up:

Anyway, like you, I had to stay in the hospital overnight, in fact 2 overnights. Instead of removing a stone from my bladder, they put some of their instruments into my bladder. The trouble was that they couldn't get out the stone, or one of the broken instruments, so they had to cut into me to find the missing pieces. They say that they have everything removed. I wonder?”

After another sentence or two, he added “It sounds like the same types of things that they are doing to you.”

I still smile, having forgotten the extent of his wit, when I read the line, “Now I'm dragging around the house like a 70 year old, which I am, but which I didn't feel like before going into the hospital.”

And, of course, there’s the little nudge where he reminds me of the difference between us… he razzes me about religion, by now knowing roughly where my religious convictions lie, but… it’s fine:

“Thank God, or Bill Gates, for the internet. Whichever religious persuasion that you hold. Just don't make it that Apple crew. And of course Netflix helps & DVDs.”



IV. Dad’s Stories


	
How we got to the point of Dad sharing the stories I wanted to hear






So I’ve come at you, dear reader, with an insistence on idealism: “Don’t give up,” etc., etc. And that is true, for it is good and right. But it’s not a very detailed picture. “Mash one button, with the word ‘idealism’ printed on it?”

And not only that, but–you can’t just do whatever seems like a good idea, because if you’re from a dysfunctional family, some of the things your mind has been trained are “obvious good ideas”/”the only way to do things”–just. aren’t. …either of those things! You need to find out what’s true, how people work… otherwise, your efforts will just be “barking up a dead end.” Sometimes, as a daughter, I might say to myself, “I’m trying to love Dad in spite of his faults,” when I’m really just using that as an excuse for enabling. Because it’s easier than confronting. Other times, I might want to tell myself, “I concluded I need to practice ‘tough love,’ so Dad just needs to deal with it,” when, really, there’s not that much love in it at all: It could be an act of turning her back on someone I love, letting my heart get cold and brittle, but all the while repeating a line from a cliche she heard, so I feel justified. Keep repeating it enough and you’ll believe.  (What I’m saying is, don’t repeat it. Maybe even, “you repeat this mantra at your peril.”)

There is a line that says, “You teach other people how to treat you.” (Full disclosure: When I hear someone say that, I don’t usually like the experience of the conversation I am in, and I frequently suspect there’s motivated reasoning going on. But let’s roll with it, because we live in a world full of bad advice; let’s try to make something good of these usually-unhelpful words. They are at least memorable.)

When my Dad was on a subject I liked, I’d ask him more questions… slowly learning what kinds of specific questions open up the channels, (floodgates, on really a good day), what kinds of questions lead to more interesting  and what kinds of questions bring down the portcullis. I exploited the one great skill I gained in my past of being such a timid person in social situations, and that was LISTENING.

I wanted to hear ordinary stories, not the “faux-edifying” canned narrations that we say to try to encourage children to “work hard, play nicely, and be patient.” The ones that struck him as funny. The ones that marked and shaped him forever.

And here is some of what I got.



Wonder over new technology - picturephones

Dad was captivated by the changes in technology. It should me a piece of who he was when he recounted waiting in line all morning to get to use one of the first videoconferencing devices to talk to someone on the East Coast.  Was it the Bell Picturephone?  It looks like they installed 3 calling booths for those–one in NYC, one Chicago and one in DC–in June 1964.  Dad would have been 22 years old.  Both from listening to his account of it (it doesn’t sound like he’d planned to talk to any particular person; just whoever was next in their own line on the other end) and from knowing him, though, I think it was probably for a free promotional sort of thing - so possibly a bit earlier than that.

Marvelling at technology.  “And here we are talking to each other like this [videoconferencing] now.”  Marvelling that here he was–he’d made it to 80–talking to me, his daughter–”You’re 40 already?”  Marvelling at how time flies.

Dad and his childhood best friend.

He’d spent a lot of time at his best friend’s house, growing up.  He told me about so many evenings hanging out with his best friend and his best friend’s mom.  They would play board games.  My favorite anecdote was how the two of them would “gang up” together against the mom–my dad playing to make his buddy win, even if that would guarantee coming in last place himself.  “You’re not supposed to play the game to intentionally lose!” she would insist.  Oh, but you can!  I can imagine the child version of myself doing that, too.

The saddest anecdote from that house, but unforgettable, and which Dad had recalled dozens of times around my sister and me when we were growing up, was about his best friend’s dad.  His best friend’s mom would send him to the store because they’d run out of milk.  And he’d go out to get milk, and then she wouldn’t see him for hours, and he’d come back–frequently bringing the wrong thing, maybe bread or some other staple rather than the milk–because he had gotten completely soused at the local bar.

I remember dad saying that one time his best buddy’s mom ate cold pizza for breakfast.  “How can you eat cold pizza for breakfast?” my dad would say, shaking his head and making a bit of a face.  After making that comment with a humorous grimace at least a half-dozen times, dad explained why she was doing that: “No, she was mad at her husband, and doing it to make him feel sick.  He couldn’t imagine eating such a thing right then, as he was nursing a hangover from the night before.”

And dad told me the story of how he’d met his best friend.  To hear how Dad remembered things, to be a boy growing up in Chicago suburbs in the 1940s and ‘50s, well, you had better love baseball. Summer revolved around pick-up games of baseball in the neighborhood. Dad remembered that when he had a brand new catchers’ mitt, he met a couple of other boys had a bat and ball but no mitt. One of the boys, their appointed leader, walked up to him and asked if he’d join. It’s such a little thing. And yet–to think of how long ago, my dad was just a little kid wanting to be included.

Someone I could thank for the relative absence of alcohol in my house.

Another brief conversation that had changed Dad’s life, which he told me in recent years.

He recalled one Saturday or Sunday morning–the morning after some bar-hopping or partying with his best friend and a group of their friends.  I think my dad was waking up on his best buddy’s couch after crashing at his apartment or something.

His best buddy’s wife was the only other person up that early, and I think my dad complained of a hangover, or sought an antidote.  In response, she expressed something along the lines of: “I don’t even know why you drink.  When you drink, you act very silly.”

His image of himself was instantly shattered!  “Before that, I thought that when I drank, I was like Dean Martin! Suave and smooth, like Dean Martin with a martini in his hand,” he told me.  But here he was talking to a trusted friend who wasn’t trying to convince him of any point, but just voicing aloud a thought which was obvious to her (and, she had assumed, to him). In the eyes of an actual woman, he was merely a guy “who acted silly when drunk.”  He was suddenly dramatically less-motivated to drink to excess with a group!

My dad’s best friend’s wife–I remember her.  When we went up to Wisconsin for a trip one summer, we met Dad’s best friend and his wife. A gentle middle-aged woman with a puff of crimped blonde hair, probably getting a bit dotty by then. She’s gone now, but I’m so glad I got to hear what I owe to her.

Dad defending his co-worker Winston

His co-worker Winston was brilliant, and also had an addiction. He showed up late for work one day. This was the late 1950s or early ‘60s. Everyone was thinking, to use some words of my dad’s, “pothead.” What people said out loud, in their murmurings, was more along the lines of: “Unfair! Why does he get to show up at 10:00 with nobody complaining? You or I would never be able to get away with that!”

My dad felt the ire building inside him. He was maybe the youngest, newest guy in the office, but he couldn’t let that go by without speaking up: “He gets more done in four hours than most of the rest of us do in eight!” The whole room went silent.

As people put their heads down and got back to their own work, my dad thought he heard the boss, over at his own desk, quietly chuckling to himself after that.

Dad’s loyalty for Winston was characteristic. Dad once told me that, whenever he was in a new workplace, he “tried to find out who’s the smartest guy, and follow him around.”

A Conversation in a Hospital Room

“Do you like to dance?” my Dad asked me. It took me by surprise. The TV in the hospital room was playing some sitcom and there were a couple people going dancing in the storyline of that episode, so it shouldn’t have. I answered, yeah, my mind off in a different direction.

I could’ve done with the reminder “Remember: he is not you.”

“I didn’t like to dance.” he said.

I turned towards him and wondered where this was going.

“I had pimples and didn’t like being up close near a woman, where she could see that. And you know I had glasses.”

Oh, wow. My poor dear dad.

Then months later, on SKYPE, he casually mentions “I didn’t go to my prom.” I quickly rush in conversationally, with all the thoughts about how that is okay, and how the question relates to my own life, and my husband having no interest in attending prom. Instead of asking: Wait, why would he be saying this?

“Your mom, she wanted me to take her to prom.”

Oh.

My mom married someone else before Dad.

I have a half-brother and a half-sister, so I don’t think about going back in time to change. So many consequences. Time-travel paradoxes, etc. Skip those hypotheticals.

But, for my dad… my mom also died at around the age of sixty. They didn’t get together until about their late 30s, although they grew up in the same town and went to the same high school.

He was thinking about a lot of lost years there. There was nothing for me to do but to listen–but I’m so glad I was able to show up so I could be there for that conversation.

V. Conclusion: A Privileged View: beholding Dad’s vulnerable self.

When you’re a child, your parents make sure that the side of themselves that you see is carefully-controlled. Mom and Dad are smart and capable. They are strong. They don’t need help. It’s kind of propaganda.

It was crazy-wonderful to me that I got to the point where I could hear stories about my Dad’s youthful hijinks all the time, and he understood–correctly–that those were really the stories I wanted. Not him justifying how he did this and that right and I should learn from him, just–”I did this thing and this is what happened.”

And, even beyond that, Dad and I got as far as me hearing the stories from his younger and more-vulnerable self–even the losses and the sorrows. Because he wanted to talk about them.

Five out of five. Highly recommend.




Rubbermaid products

Choosing a topic for an open review contest is a special kind of problem, one with its own kind of meta to satisfy. I could just find something shockingly interesting to write about. I could then let that fact do most of the work for me, cheating my way through on the coattails of the subject’s excellence where I should have just manned up, girded my loins for battle, and proved my worth by working great wonders of art out of the most mundane of materials.

That would have been against the spirit of the thing. To justify yourself in a contest like this, you want a subject that’s boring on the face but still somehow boiling with potential under the surface. You want something that’s nowhere near sturdy enough to use as a crutch, yet still capable of staying up under its own weight while you build a story around it.

That’s not the easiest thing, because most things that are good are also boring. When San Francisco finally collapses under its own diseased weight, it’s going to be for that reason. Someone, uncontent with just enjoying good things, will tear a hole to a dark dimension open with a polycule accelerator, and that will be that.

You not only deserve more than that, you want more than that. You want a topic about something simple and solid, something worthy and worthwhile. You want to hear about something dependable, something that takes pride in never, ever letting the people who depend on it down.

In short, you want Rubbermaid. Luckily for me, I’ve long since been on record as being about as pro-Rubbermaid as it’s possible to be:
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When the idea for this article hit me, I went around the house grabbing every object I own that bears the regal Rubbermaid stamp. I planned on talking about all of them at length. Friend, you were going to listen. And if you had ears to hear, you would have been enlightened.

The problem was that it would have been too much. There’s just too much to say. To give you an idea of why, here’s a single story from my household’s Rubbermaid mythos:


Children, we have not always been well-to-do, as we now are. Far from it. When you each were born, you were individually and collectively sopping up so many resources we could hardly afford socks, let alone luxuries. Yet we still craved them, simple as our definition of luxuries might have been.

Chief among those was a ready supply of ice, one that needed not to be fetched from Circle K or McDonalds. We could not afford to retrofit our fridge with an ice-maker, so we went with the next closest option: dollar store ice trays.

The trays they sell at the dollar store sure seem like they’ll work to make ice. They have cups that seem like they are the right shape to retain water as it’s cooled. They are slightly flexible, as you’d imagine they should be. They are white, or sometimes blue, as ice trays traditionally are.

There was just one problem: They didn’t work. Whoever had designed the trays had designed them to look just like ice trays do, but lacked the wisdom or resources to actually make them function. When the water froze, twisting the trays would break the cubes, or fail to dislodge them at all. I would spend time carefully exposing the backs of the cups to hot water to slightly melt the cubes to get them out, or else dig at them with a butter knife.

The durability of the trays was no better. Over time, they’d become brittle and snap, rendered into garbage. Eventually, the ice tray budget mounted to such heights that I snapped, looking for what I at the time called rich people ice trays, the ones the coastal elites probably bought themselves before settling down into armchairs and reading The New Yorker.

The internet pushed me towards rubbermaid trays, and it’s never been more right about anything else. They made ice AND released it. They were standard-looking objects that didn’t offend my salt-of-the-earth sensibilities, but they also just wouldn’t break, no matter how long I owned them.

They were perfect.





That story is perhaps a bit dull. I admit it, and I’m fine with it. On the subject level, dull-as-virtue is what this article is about. Like it or not, you need a bunch of mundane, banal stuff to keep your quality-of-life at levels worth living. Even if you are an anti-consumer, anti-capitalism hater of goods, you still need soap and cleaning tools to enjoy even pre-capitalism levels of living.

That’s why the tyranny of bad goods ordered from afar is so oppressive. I’m old enough to remember a time when most goods sucked. Almost every packaged food was bad. Every children’s toy was trash. Good stuff existed, but it was much more expensive. The age of Amazon actually changed this a lot. WIth luck, you can buy a twenty dollar doorknob set that would cost you twice that at Home Depot, one that actually works and holds up for a reasonable amount of time.

That’s Amazon’s value proposition; they’ll sell you something cheaper than most places will, and there’s always a chance that you-get-what-you-pay-for doesn’t apply in that one case. You take a risk, but you also gain a chance at finding a fair markup where normally you’d get soaked.

To compete with that, basically all the stuff at Home Depot is pretty good. Great, even. And it’s not that the Amazon no-name stuff can’t compete with it; it often does. It’s more that you don’t know what’s good in one case, whereas in the Home Depot scenario you have the corporation standing in as a kind of guarantor.

Without that guarantee, a purchased doorknob might bring you something you’ll still be turning fifty years from now, or a jagged tin can tied to a latch with beard hair that will break the first time you look at it hard. The few remaining brick-and-mortar stores sell certainty, if at a premium, and this keeps them relevant against the cheapest almost-direct-from-China prices Jeff Bezos can get you.

But there’s other ways to get you.

In the era I grew up in, the way soap was advertised was telling the consumer that it got things especially clean. Eventually, people started to care about other things, manufacturers started to focus on those things, and it muddied the waters more. You now can buy beautiful, expensive goods that hit a high bar for looking like quality but miss all but the most minimal standards of actually working.

As cleaners that come in spray bottles go, here is one that’s considered fairly exciting by the admittedly limited standards of the field:
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Look at those pretty bottles. So colorful. That’s this company’s whole jam - bottles and ad copy. Here’s a brush from the same company, or at least the same store you’d buy the soap at:
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The copy that the company uses to sell either is about as attractive. Here, they say, is a sustainable product made with delightfully crunchy ingredients, each more hippy-commune than the last. They are “natural”. They are, I swear this is true, a scented summer-specific collection.

As you probably expect from my lead-up to this, they also don’t work very well. The company knows what’s sexy, and they pursue it with a single-minded focus that doesn’t leave a lot of room for something like functioning to a high standard. I’m sure that this means that, in their niche, they sell a lot of goods. It also means their products are a trap - they are reviewed well, but you are going to pay more to get less by functional standards.

(Note: My wife says I love their hand soap. She’s very likely right on that. I do forget things like this. To be more fair, I want to say that I think the stuff I panned above is probably better than most off-the-shelf grocery store stuff, like 409. More on this later.)

I’m not saying all this just to whine about sissy reasoning that says a pretty bottle should triumph over silly things like soap actually doing a good job, as much as I love doing it. I’m saying it to try and emphasize how nice it is, sometimes, to know of a brand that has never tried to do anything but be absolutely dependable. That doesn’t try to be colorful or fashionable, and has never come close to achieving sexy, but that has always and forever been safe to trust with whatever it says it can handle.

Rubbermaid is the topic of this review for a reason, and it’s this: They never, ever fail. Rubbermaid is in the business of making things that work. Are they always pretty? No. They are often as ugly as sin. Are they sexy? Nope. They are the shape they need to be to do the job, made out of materials that optimize for adjectives like effective and durable.

When you are looking for a particular kind of tool and find that rubbermaid makes one, you can buy it without any hesitation. It’s going to work well, it’s going to be fine for the job, and these things are going to be true. Every. Single. Time.

Having determined that I just didn’t have space to write about every Rubbermaid product I own or have ever owned, I also realized that doing that might raise some objections. What if, for instance, I had just been very lucky in my rubbermaid choices? I might be an artifact of some sort of cleaning-tool or storage-container survivorship bias, leading you astray with my own good luck.

I needed a way around that. To the extent I could, I think I found one. So tighten your belt and jostle your soul to a more comfortable riding position, because we are about to travel very fast over rough, unexplored roads in search of polymer wisdom.



The plan, as it was, was relatively simple. This not having to be an interesting article in a topic sense helped a lot. I would buy a friend a broom. I would pick a man of unimpeachable honor and honesty, a capable man who hated the very idea of a bribe. He would be forced to accept the Rubbermaid boon I thrust upon him. He’d use it to clean up little scraps of paper or whatever, and tell me how it did.

At the same time, I'd buy another Rubbermaid broom. I'm a fanboy, and so not to be trusted at all, but I could at least be another datapoint. You could compare my conclusions to his, pick an arbitrary point on a line drawn between our two positions, and probably come away with at least the illusion of balance.

His part of the plan went swimmingly. He's a more traditional kind of guy, sort of quasi-amish in an urban mennonite way. He probably knows how to can things, he's probably made at least one quiet disapproving comment at a renaissance faire about someone else's historically hopeful costume choices, and that sort of thing. I sent this titan of knowing-at-least-three-uses-for-pecans the sweeper of his choosing, a Rubbermaid Heavy-Duty Commercial Corn Broom that looks a bit like this.
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I liked this for a couple reasons. The first was how well it fit the general Rubbermaid vibe. I mean, just look at that bad boy. There's not an exciting atom in the entire thing. If being thrilling was a sense of professional decorum in one’s private life, it would be the cleaning product equivalent of the Shamwow guy. If goosebump-giving capacity was an understanding of adequate firearm holsters, it would be the tidying-up counterpart to Plaxico Burress.

I am a broom, It says, and I am here for sweeping and not a damn thing else.

The second reason I liked it is how much it didn't fit the Rubbermaid vibe in other ways. There's hardly any rubber on it that I can see. It's not a tub. It's not a Tupperware. It's not a miracle of polymer molding. It's just a broom in a mostly-natural-materials format of object Rubbermaid doesn't generally make. If there was a place where their steel-belted reliability failed, you'd expect it to be here, outside their comfort zone and far out on a bristled limb.

He got it, used it a few times, and reported back:
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Look at how completely without incident that review is. It's a thing of unassuming beauty, like a milk-jug cap.

If this low-key, I’m-reporting-back-that-it’s-fine review seems like a failure to you, you haven't been reading closely enough. My reviewer here is saying, hey, there's places where this thing is great, but mostly it's just adequate-to-good in all other respects. It doesn't feel like it will break. If I bought it expecting a broom, I'd end up with a broom, maybe not chuffed beyond recognition but certainly not feeling cheated.

That's what Rubbermaid is about. That's the whole deal. You can order this thing, and they’ll give you a real, fully justified version of it. Boring is in. Get you some.

Now, as for my side of the review process: Things went to shit. Not because I couldn't get a broom (I could have) or because the broom didn't work (It was going to be Rubbermaid, it would have) but because I got distracted. During the process of making sure I was looking at every available broom, I scrolled a bit too far and let my eyes land on the most medium-beautiful object of function I'd ever seen:
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I mean, look at it. Really look at it. What could I do?

This, folks, is an iron-handled bristle brush suitable for small-to-medium-scale cleaning, and not a single thought was given to making it pretty. It's a rubber-duck yellow handle over liberal arts college my-parents-just-don't-get-it hair dye blue, two colors that do not generally look good alone and do not by any means go well together here.

I am a brush, it whispers. I am for brushing things. If I was slightly darker and less neon in hue, I would be the color motif for Ridley Scott's Gladiator. I knew that and didn't do it anyway. I'm here to put bristles to dirty things around your house and I have no idea why you'd want anything else.

It's that complete lack of compromise, the clear refusal to do a single form thing if it meant sacrificing any function, that sold me. I gave up on the broom and ordered the brush, changing my testing plans from "sweep some stuff" to "scrub some stuff" in a single smooth motion, like a master swordsman disarming the fop son of a corrupt nobleman. I hit "Buy it Now", an option somehow completely inadequate for the sense of urgency I felt. It was a moment of destiny.

And now, in a way that’s only mostly unrelated, here's a story about stainless steel thermal coffee tumblers:


My wife asked me for a stainless steel coffee tumbler one time, trying to identify one that had a "click-lock" hinged lid flap that secured itself by pressure and friction when pushed down towards the cup itself. I looked for a while, found Rubbermaid made one, and bought it for a price I believe was around eight dollars.

It worked very well for a few years, staying completely leak-free and adequately preserving the desired temperature of beverages until she replaced it with another more fashionable cup years later. It still sits in our cupboard, fully functional.



Did that story bore you? You, a person who might one day need to buy a cup? Hold fast, friend. Push through the ennui. Wisdom is like turgor pressure; it can take a while to work, but when it does it can push aside even the thickest of barriers.

Back to business.

One of the advantages of things like Rubbermaid is that they are commonly purchased items. Amazon doesn't need to get them to a warehouse near you, usually, because they are already there. A day later, I had my hands on the brush, gently cradling it in my grasp like a man returned from sea with sufficient spice-wealth cradles his soon-to-be bride. Against my palm, the bristles were firm and unyielding, as rigid as needed to quest against grime. I named her Stiffany.

She asked that I tell you how to use her.



This brings us around to some of the practical-advantage stuff I said I'd grant you near-but-not-at the beginning of the article. Specifically, I'm going to teach you the correct way to clean a toilet, to the extent that one exists that's available to you or me.

The reason I'm saying that in the specific weird way I've chosen is there's always going to be a lot of tools you don't or can't have access to that would make the job a little easier. The actual best way to clean a toilet is in a room with commercial drains and water-impermeable walls such as allow you to add a full garden hose to the mix and use the sheer volume and pressure of the water to flood away the filth.

If you want to go even further, The theoretical best ways to clean a toilet is by having a toilet shaped autoclave you can pop over it, or else an army of nano-bots that put all the porcelain and enamel back in place once they consume all your remnant urea for fuel.

There's also going to be some perfectly good ways of cleaning a toilet that rival mine, are available to a normal person, and might even be more convenient/effective/"fun?" than mine.

I don't have the ability to grant you the impossible side of things, or the knowledge to give you better lessons than I know how to teach. In lieu of that, mine's just the best one available, the most I can do for the sake of this article. I’ll treat it as if it’s absolute. It's easier that way.

The first move is to assemble your materials. Like the end of a DnD campaign, your toilet is in a lot of ways the bigbad of the home cleanliness cycle. It's gross. Worse, it seems gross, which is a subtly different thing. It's a weird shape and has nooks and crannies, which amps the difficulty level up even further.

Continuing the metaphor, this is your last shopping run of the entire campaign, a chance to dump all your otherwise useless gold on potions of resistance that will trivialize the encounter and make your DM appropriately upset at you for "being a bunch of damn min-max munchkin bastards."

Your first choice is between rags and paper towels. I'm a paper towel guy, but I also am the kind of fellow who wants to watch the world burn. If you want a more environmental choice, you can go the cloth-rag route; it's probably a greater impact on carbon emissions overall, but it doesn't feel that way, and deep in your soul you are aware that the overall feel of the thing is the bigger part of the virtue. Follow your feelings. Either option is fine.

The brush is still here. Don't worry about the brush, brothers and sisters. It is not nor can it ever be forgotten. Put it in your little bucket of supplies, and we’ll talk about saponifying fluids.

In terms of minimum-viable detergent, exterior-of-toilet stuff will work using any all-purpose bathroom cleaner. If you are smart, though, you are going to have already bought some janitorial-brand spray bottle (Zep makes the best one.) You also want some janitorial brand all-purpose degreaser (Zep is still good here, you want the green stuff) that gets mixed up from a gallon of concentrate. You'll pay about twelve dollars to get both. The spray bottle will work better than any other spray bottle you've ever used. The Zep will last you two years. That's half of what you have left!

That last bit - that a gallon of concentrate is a lot of finished product - is really important here. Why? Because your first step in this process is to use what will, to a member of a weak bloodline, feel like a lot of cleaning product. You are going to circle the toilet, using spray after high-pressure, high-delivery spray of degreaser until the whole thing is soaked. You want full coverage. You want direct sprays under each seat, on the rim, on the hinges, and around the bottom of the thing where you've always known evil was lurking but you've never had the courage to delve.

Now your brush comes into play. This is the first of three phases of toilet cleaning, and perhaps the most important. You are going to scrub. Scrubbing is the art of being able to let go of the temporary and immediate in favor of a better world to come.

When you scrub, nothing is really going to look better at first. Scrubbing doesn't remove things; that's wiping's job. In fact, it's possible for scrubbing to make things look worse for a while. You have to put such selfish momentary concerns behind you, working towards dharma and abandoning that which is merely earthly.

You will, with vigor, scrub every inch of the toilet while paying special attention to the sides, undersides of the lids, and the hinges. You will, for the first time, truly clean the bottom border of the toilet, letting the bristles sink in a bit to do what you have always been too afraid and weak to face alone. At least at the bottom, the cleaner will change colors. "I'm just moving things around." Your brain will say. It's right.

Accept the fact, reject the negativity. The wipe is coming.

Once the toilet is scrubbed, you are going to work the first of two cycles of wiping. This is a one-rag job. What you are looking to do is clean up the majority of the cleaner and detritus in one go. This is where you will begin to see the fruits of your labors but various stray hairs and lint will still mock you from the otherwise beautiful surface.

Your secondary wipe, using a fresh cloth, is meant to clear the battlefield of all such stragglers. If you use the first rag here, you leave behind as much as you take away. A clean cloth (especially if it’s a folded-over paper towel) will leave you with nothing but pristine white.

At the end, you will stand above the commode in victory, wiping the edges of the hinges clear of the last bits of detergent. The bowl is mostly a function of the same kinds of efforts, only subbing in repeated flushing for the work of the rag and allowing a toilet brush to do the work of your hand-scrubber. The only exception here is stains or discoloration. The cleaning supply industry knows you see these as infections of color and will try to sell you bleach products for them. This is because you are stupid. Don't worry; we all were as you once.

The actual problem you are dealing with is calcium scale. Like the riches of a third-world country, the stains you see are broadly locked up in the toilet's mineral wealth. As with Peru or whatever, it takes the correct type of pressure to topple them. CLR is your friend here. Follow the label instructions and pour some in, then watch it melt away the prison over time and set the poor pee-colored captives free like an acidic toilet messiah.

Is all this overkill? As I write this, an internet friend is commenting that it is. He uses bleach wipes, the oriental hand-fan to actual cleaning's central air conditioning. His genes would never survive a real crisis, but he's not entirely wrong here. Maintaining a toilet once it's truly clean is a much easier task than cleaning a very dirty one. Many of you don't have teenage boys mucking around in the works pissing on everything and can't imagine a truly dirty toilet. You might even feel a level of snobbishness towards those who have one.

To your type, I say this: Listen, man. Some of us are contributing to the future of this great nation and the world, and need actual tools. This is what gets the job done.



Of course, I just did every toilet-scrubbing step described above myself. I'm not going to fire from the hip on a subject this important. I went and got my facts straight beforehand so I could give you only the very straightest of shooting, as you deserve. You'd expect no less from a person of my stature, and I'm glad to say I didn't balk from delivering it.

How did the brush hold up, you ask? Fine. It did fine. It cleaned the toilet well. It’s rinsed out now, waiting for its next job.

That's the point. It's a Rubbermaid brush. I wasn't looking for it to shake the foundations of my world. I was looking for it to be a good brush, as opposed to a shitty one. It did that. It had a nice taper to the front that let me work around into odd angles, the bristles were bristles and didn't fall out, and it didn't scratch anything. The handle was shaped to be gripped by hands, like I like them.

What it wasn't was cheap and shitty. It also wasn't overpriced and shitty, which as previously mentioned is a real risk here. It was just a workman's brush, up to the task in every respect but looking to do nothing but consistently complete its objectives.

Consider that. I got on the internet, did a simple search for a known brand, bought a product with zero anxiety or fear cradled in the knowledge that Rubbermaid couldn't and wouldn't let me down.

What? You were expecting contrast from the broom review? You wanted this brush to blow your mind? That's not what this is. Go spend however much money you want chasing that particular dragon; I'm certainly not going to stop you. What I'm pointing you towards is security and consistency, the building blocks of a good life. If you want to shoot a bunch of Ketamine and go chasing Musk dreams, that's something you can do on your own time.

As a secondary power move and just to get another data-point I also set out to clean the actually grossest thing in my house, a winner's podium currently occupied by the tray on my robot vacuum-mop's docking bay. It's a stygian nightmare of mystery goo, filled with dog hair, the broken dreams of a hundred dropped bites of food, and what appears to be the screaming souls of styx-drowned wretches who, coinless, reached for the world beyond only to fall to their own eternal oblivion.

The tray is okay now. The brush did fine. It's a Rubbermaid. Rising to the occasion is the only life it knows.



This essay might make it seem like I’m joking. I am, in the sense that I’m making a lot of jokes. I’m not at all joking about my love for this company, though.

A friend who proofread this for me before I sent it out said that he was worried that this might straddle the line between a review and a memoir of a life lived in happiness with a brand. If so, let that be your review in-and-of-itself, because that just wouldn’t be possible for me with most things. Too many trusted names have failed me. Too many heroes have fallen. Rubbermaid alone has stood firm against the storms.

It’s been said a couple different ways, but I truly appreciate what Rubbermaid does. They make a lot of products, enough that they should have long since broken the “Crayola rule” of focusing on just a few things to ensure excellence. Instead of falling afoul of the rule, though, they defy it. Everything they make is excellent. Everything.

Imagine being so good at what you do over a variety of different projects that multiple objects are often referred to with your name as their generic label. When you don’t call Tupperware-type leftover containers Tupperware, you call them Rubbermaid. When you talk about big yard trash cans or huge storage tubs, you are as likely to call them Rubbermaids as anything else.

They aren’t always the best. Somewhere, there’s a company that makes a better broom than Rubbermaid. A better tub, maybe. A slightly superior huge trashcan. There’s likely somewhere a company that even makes a better iron-handled brush.

But all that is if you can find them. Sometimes Amazon reviews are enough. Sometimes they aren’t. Every time you sit down to buy a tumbler or dustpan, there’s always that risk that the reviews are wrong or that quality has dropped since the people made them. That’s never a worry with Rubbermaid. Like Bruce Willis’ character in that stupid asteroid movie, they simply don’t know how to fail.

There’s something great about that. In a world where my furniture keeps getting flimsier and flimsier and my shoes wear out quicker and quicker, Rubbermaid still has me covered in any number of ways, making things that never fail to do the job I bought them for much longer and through much harder use than they have any right to do and pricing them at a level I’ve always been able to afford.

They don’t have even an ounce of sexy. They don’t have a single atom of cool. But in a life where I need buckets full of boring, functional tools to keep everything the way they should be, they do their absolute best to make sure every single cent of my money pays me back in quality, and I unironically love them for it.




School

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. It was originally given an Honorable Mention, but since last week’s piece was about an exciting new experimental school, I decided to promote this more conservative review as a counterpoint.]


“Democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.” - Winston Churchill

“There exists in such a case a certain institution or law; let us say, for the sake of simplicity, a fence or gate erected across a road. The more modern type of reformer goes gaily up to it and says, “I don’t see the use of this; let us clear it away.” To which the more intelligent type of reformer will do well to answer: “If you don’t see the use of it, I certainly won’t let you clear it away. Go away and think. Then, when you can come back and tell me that you do see the use of it, I may allow you to destroy it.” - G.K. Chesterton



What Do Schools Do?

Imagine for a moment that you visit 100 random classrooms in 100 random schools across the country. You’ll be impressed by some teachers; you won’t think much of others. You will see a handful of substitute teachers struggling to manage their classrooms. You’ll see some schools where the energy is positive and students seem excited to learn, and others where it feels like pulling teeth. Two commonalities you might notice are that first, in the vast majority of classrooms, the students are grouped by age and taught the same content. And second, you might notice that the learning isn’t particularly efficient. Many students already know what is being taught. Others are struggling and would benefit from a much slower pace. You will see plenty of sitting around waiting for the next thing to happen, or activities that seem designed to take up time and not to maximize learning.

What do schools do? Your first thought might be that schools exist to maximize learning. Observing 100 random classrooms may disabuse you of that notion. It sure doesn’t seem like school is doing a good job of maximizing learning. So what are schools doing?

Context

This essay is a review of school as an institution. It is an attempt to write something that is true and insightful about how school is designed and why the structure of school has proven so durable. In particular, I’m trying to describe why those two commonalities – age-graded classrooms and inefficient learning – are so widespread. I’m not trying to provide solutions. Everyone seems to have a pet idea for how schools could be better. I do think that most people who think they have the prescription for schools’ problems don’t understand those problems as well as they should. For context, I am a teacher. I have taught in public, private, and charter schools for 13 years. I have also had the chance to visit and observe at a few dozen schools of all types. I’m writing based on my experience teaching and observing, and also drawing on some education history and research. My experience and knowledge are mostly limited to the United States, so that’s what I’ll focus on and where I think my argument generalizes. I’ll leave it as an exercise to the reader to think about how these ideas apply to other countries.

Thesis

Here’s the thesis, the point of this essay. School isn’t designed to maximize learning. School is designed to maximize motivation.

This might seem like a silly thing to say. During those 100 classroom visits you might have seen a lot of classrooms with a lot of students who don’t look very motivated. The core design of our schools – age-graded classrooms where all students are expected to learn more or less the same curriculum – are the worst form of motivation we could invent…except for all the others. While school is not particularly effective at motivating students, every other approach we’ve tried manages to be worse. School is a giant bundle of compromises, and many things that you might intuitively think would work better simply don’t.

The important thing to remember is that, when I talk about school, I’m talking about tens of millions of students and a few million teachers in the US. You might say to yourself, “I wasn’t very motivated in school.” Sure, I believe you. The goal isn’t to motivate you, it’s to motivate as many students as possible, and to do it at scale. If you have a boutique solution that works for your kid in your living room, that’s nice, but that isn’t likely to scale to the size at which we ask our education system to operate.

Motivation for What?

So school is designed to motivate kids. But motivate them to do what? Do kids learn anything in school?

There are plenty of depressing statistics out there about what people don’t learn in school, but they do learn things. You can look at longitudinal studies where on average students make academic progress. For a broader sample size, the NWEA assessment is given at thousands of schools across the country each year. You can see from the average scores they publish that the average student does improve at math and reading – especially through the end of middle school. We also had a natural experiment a few years ago. The pandemic closed schools across the country, shifting to online or part-time learning for anywhere from three months to a year and a half. The result is now well-known as “learning loss.” The nationally-sampled NAEP assessment is the most objective measure, though learning loss shows up across various assessments. There’s some variability between states, subjects, and ages. For one example, 8th grade math scores declined by about 0.2 standard deviations. This is a relatively small but significant decline. It’s a good example of the broader principle: students learn less in school than we would like, but students do learn things.

It’s useful to pick a few specific examples. Do you know the meaning of the word “relevant?” Do you know what photosynthesis is? Where do you think you learned those facts? I’m sure some readers learned them by being avid readers and curious humans, outside of the school curriculum. But many kids learn stuff like that in school. If you’re skeptical, stop by a middle school classroom when they’re learning photosynthesis, or when they’re working on identifying relevant evidence in their writing. You’ll see plenty of kids who already know both, but plenty more who know neither. A lot of learning is this kind of gradual, incidental knowledge that we often take for granted.

So students can read and do arithmetic and maybe they learn about photosynthesis, but isn’t that all learned in elementary school? A number of studies suggest that additional years of education lead to IQ gains of 1-5 IQ points per year of schooling. These studies often use a change in compulsory education laws or age discontinuities as quasi-experiments. In particular, changes in compulsory education laws are typically at upper middle school or high school levels. Those are the places where we might be most skeptical of the value of education. Sure, schools teach kids how to read, but once students know how to read do schools really add any value? Kids don’t remember how to factor quadratics, yet they gain IQ points from the time they spent in school not learning how to factor quadratics, at least on average.

That gain in IQ points is worth lingering on. This might seem hard to believe for people who are skeptical of the value of school. And to be clear, the fact that school raises IQ doesn’t mean that school is designed optimally. Maybe there’s a better way to design school that would raise IQ even more? But I think that, if we all imagine a world where we give up on education and the average person had a significantly lower IQ, is that a world you want to live in? We don’t have good experiments on IQ, but higher IQs are correlated with all sorts of things that we might want – lower probability of committing crime, higher career earnings, and better physical and mental health. It’s tough to pin down exactly what students learn in school that sticks, particularly for the higher grades. During those visits to 100 classrooms you would’ve seen a lot of classrooms where not much learning was happening. Yet despite all those bad optics, school still raises IQ. Before we tear down the fence, we should think carefully about the purpose this particular fence serves.

I don’t want to overstate the case here. We should be skeptical of school learning. Kids don’t learn as much as we might hope. They forget all sorts of stuff you would think they’d remember if school was operating well. But at a basic level, most students learn to read and do arithmetic, some learn much more than that, and on average school seems to add to IQ. Revisiting Chesterton’s fence, those are the benefits of school we need to understand before we tear anything apart.

There Must Be a Better Way

Educational thought leaders have long argued that we can do better than our current system. A common theme has been personalizing learning: allowing students to go at their own pace, rather than forcing all students to learn at the same speed.

The push for individualized instruction dates back to the early 20th century. Sydney Pressey, a psychologist at Ohio State University, built the first "teaching machine" in 1924. His device, a mechanical testing apparatus resembling a typewriter, allowed students to answer multiple-choice questions and receive immediate feedback. Pressey envisioned a future where machines would free teachers from rote instruction, letting students progress at their own pace. Yet his invention was dismissed as a gimmick. Schools saw no need to automate what teachers could do manually.

In the 1950s, B.F. Skinner revived the idea with his own teaching machine, designed around operant conditioning principles. Skinner argued that traditional classrooms were ineffective because they delayed feedback and forced all students to move in lockstep. His machine broke lessons into tiny steps, rewarding correct answers instantly. Like Pressey, Skinner believed technology could revolutionize education. But his machine was never widely adopted and mostly forgotten.

By the 1960s and 70s, as computers entered universities and corporations, techno-optimists predicted they would soon transform schools. Patrick Suppes, a Stanford professor, developed one of the first computer-assisted instruction (CAI) systems, which taught math via mainframe terminals. Early studies showed promise, but the systems were expensive and impractical for most schools.

In recent years, some of the boldest claims have come from Khan Academy. Founded in 2006, Khan Academy began as a set of lecture videos created by Sal Khan and has grown to include practice exercises with feedback, full curricula, and an AI chatbot tutor. Unlike earlier personalized learning tools, Khan Academy has seen broader adoption in real classrooms. It is a common element in personalized learning programs, which have been popular with tech billionaires who like to donate to education causes.

Bill Gates has funded efforts like the Gates Foundation’s "Next Generation Learning Challenges," promoting software-driven schools where algorithms tailor lessons to each student. Mark Zuckerberg donated $100 million to Newark Public Schools in 2010, largely earmarked for "personalized learning" tech. Zuckerberg echoed a common critique of traditional education, saying that it’s absurd to teach all students "the same material at the same pace in the same way.” These arguments resonate with many parents and reformers. It seems obvious: if some children grasp fractions in a week while others need a month, why not let them move at their own pace?

With all that enthusiasm, what were the results of the push for personalization?

Personalized Learning Has Failed

Intuitively, it’s reasonable that an education at your level and meets you where you are will result in more learning than just following the prescribed course of study for 6th grade or whatever. All else equal, it’s certainly true that instruction at your level will result in more learning. The thing is, we can’t hold all else equal. Schooling is a massive enterprise, and we can’t give every student instruction at their level without rethinking that enterprise. In general, when schools have tried, they have failed.

Last year, Laurence Holt published an excellent article summarizing the core challenge of today’s education technology. There is no shortage of fancy online programs that claim to teach kids math. Khan Academy was the first to gain widespread popularity, but it’s actually used much less now than some newer entrants like IXL and i-Ready. Every one of these programs commissions some study showing that students who use their program with fidelity learn more than some control group. Holt digs into the data, and it turns out that the group who used the programs with fidelity was often around 5%. The article is called “The 5 Percent Problem.” These programs do seem to help a subset of students, but don’t do much for the rest. While Holt’s article focuses on math education, education technology has had a similarly lackluster impact on achievement in English classes. We know that reading on screens leads to less learning than reading on paper, and the personalized learning apps have a similarly disappointing track record as in math.

This phenomenon isn’t limited to schoolchildren. Remember the MOOC craze of the early 2010s? Universities started releasing free or low-cost versions of their coursework online. Briefly it was all the rage: MOOCs were supposed to democratize knowledge and disrupt higher education. Instead, completion rates were low, and the MOOC mostly died an unceremonious death. Numbers vary depending on the source but 10% completion is a generous median, the same order of magnitude as the 5% problem in K-12 education technology. The vast majority of people who sign up for a course never finish. Many MOOCs are still online and get plenty of views on Youtube, but we’ve learned that most people need more than course content posted online in order to learn. The big difference between MOOCs and school is that if you don’t finish that MOOC on the US constitution, life goes on. If a kid doesn’t learn to read, they’ll be at a disadvantage for the rest of their lives.

The core problem with these online programs is having every student work independently, without any connection to what the students around them are learning. That just doesn’t motivate many students. Couldn’t we try putting students into groups, so not all students in a class are learning at the same pace, but students also have a cohort they are learning with? Schools often try to meet students where they are through leveled reading groups. Imagine an elementary school classroom. Instead of asking all students to read the same book, the teacher groups students into 3-5 separate groups based on their reading skills. The stronger readers get more challenging books, and the struggling readers get a book on their level. There is a huge business in putting out sets of leveled books and assessments to determine each student’s reading level. And the result? In general, research has found that leveled reading reduces the achievement of the readers who struggle the most. We might intuitively think that reading an easier book would benefit students who have weaker reading skills, but that intuition seems to be wrong.

Ok but all of those try to take a class of students and meet students where they are. What about assigning students to classes based on their achievement? In the US this is typically called tracking or ability grouping. It’s a complex and controversial topic. The research base is hard to read because there are a lot of ideologically motivated researchers who are either for or against tracking and want to see the evidence a certain way. But the biggest theme in the research is that the effects are small. There are plenty of meta-analyses that find an effect near zero (here’s one example). You can slice and dice these results lots of ways. Schooling is complex and there are lots of different ways to implement tracking. Maybe there are some gains to be found. But the theme so far is that tracking isn’t coming to save us.

Psychological research consistently shows that humans are conformist creatures. We instinctively align our behaviors to group norms. Classic studies like Asch’s line experiments, where 75% of participants denied obvious truths to match group answers, remind us that humans are social and prioritize conformity. This tendency isn’t just peer pressure, it’s evolutionary wiring. For our ancestors, conforming boosted survival by maintaining group harmony and reducing conflict. Today, this manifests in classrooms where low-structure learners thrive on collective routines. Conformity explains why personalized learning often fails. Most students need the social scaffolding of lockstep instruction, even when it’s inefficient. Conformity isn’t a perfect solution, but it’s the best one we have.

One form of learning that has been shown to be particularly effective is deliberate practice. Deliberate practice involves being pushed outside of your comfort zone, focusing on specific, concrete goals to improve performance, and getting consistent feedback. One common characteristic of deliberate practice is that it isn’t particularly fun. Most contexts where deliberate practice is common, like sports and music training, involve expert, individualized coaching. The coach is mostly there for motivation. The coach does other things as well, but the most important thing a coach can do is motivate you to train. Deliberate practice isn’t common in school learning, but it’s a good reminder that motivation is the key to lots of forms of learning in and out of school. Learning isn’t always going to be a ton of fun. In the absence of one-on-one tutoring for every student, conformity is the best tool we have to create the motivation necessary for learning.

These two failures—self-paced technology and ability grouping—get at a deeper truth. Working at your own pace may seem like it makes sense, but it often undermines motivation. Grouping students by ability, whether within or across classrooms, has shown little benefit. Neither approach has delivered the transformation its advocates promised.

But Personalization Works for Some Kids?

Let’s explore personalization a bit more. Clearly this personalized learning thing works for some students. Maybe 5%. Maybe 10%. Why?

Here’s a broad generalization about learning. Let’s take the basics of learning to read as an example, where there is a wealth of data to back up the generalization. Some students will learn to read no matter what they experience in school. Often their parents teach them, or an older sibling or neighbor, and they pick it up quickly. Others more or less teach themselves. This group doesn’t benefit much from organized school, at least in terms of learning to read. We might call these “no-structure learners.” A second group needs the structure of school, but the quality of the teaching doesn’t matter too much. As long as they get the basics, a solid exposure to reading, and some support from a teacher, they will learn to read just fine. We might call these “low-structure learners.” Then there’s a third group. This group will struggle to learn to read. For this group, the quality of teaching matters enormously. Some will be diagnosed with dyslexia, though a strong course of synthetic phonics will reduce that number. Many will learn the basics but still struggle with things like multi-syllable words for years to come if they aren’t taught well. A carefully-sequenced, well-taught curriculum can make a large difference for these students. We might call these “high-structure learners.” There aren’t sharp divisions between these three groups, and motivation depends on context, so students may have a different motivation profile for a different subject or something outside of school. This is the answer to why personalization only works for 5% of students. Students need different levels of structure in order to succeed.

For another example, we see the same phenomenon with math facts like times tables. Some students seem to learn them by osmosis, or they pick them up entirely outside of school. Many more need a bit of structured practice, but learn their facts without much trouble and move on. Some struggle with multiplication facts for years. The structure provided isn’t enough, the curriculum moves on, and these students often struggle in math for years to come. For one example of a high-structure teaching strategy, incremental rehearsal is a highly-structured way to teach students multiplication facts.

This phenomenon is well-studied with phonics and math facts, but you could apply it to any other domain. Imagine a college computer science department. The no-structure learner is that student who is always coding on their own, learning stuff from Stack Overflow, and only occasionally going to class to make sure they get their degree. The low-structure learner shows up to class. They aren’t learning too much on their own, and coursework is motivation enough to learn and get a solid foundation in computer science. The high-structure learner has a hard time. They’re the student showing up to office hours all the time, using the tutoring center, using all the support they can find. Maybe they push through, maybe they can’t cut it and switch to a major in communications.

The same phenomenon shows up in pandemic learning loss. Learning loss was concentrated mostly in the lowest-achieving students. Many high-achieving students did fine; these are students who didn’t need the structure of school, or for whom the minimal structure of online coursework was enough to keep them moving forward. The high-structure students who already struggle in school lost the most ground.

Low- and no-structure learners help us understand a broader phenomenon: for many students, school quality doesn’t seem to matter very much. One illustration is that in randomized controlled trials, school assignment doesn’t seem to play a very large role in academic achievement. Freddie deBoer collected this research in his essay Education Doesn’t Work. I’ll quote him here:


Winning a lottery to attend a supposedly better school in Chicago makes no difference for educational outcomes. In New York? Makes no difference. What determines college completion rates, high school quality? No, that makes no difference; what matters is “pre-entry ability.” How about private vs. public schools? Corrected for underlying demographic differences, it makes no difference. (Private school voucher programs have tended to yield disastrous research results.) Parents in many cities are obsessive about getting their kids into competitive exam high schools, but when you adjust for differences in ability, attending them makes no difference.



We could pick apart these studies and I’m sure we could find examples where there is a difference, but that difference will be small.

Here are two quick anecdotes from my personal experience. I often have bright students whose parents request they get some more advanced work. I try to lay out for them a few options for more challenging work I can provide students, but I’m also clear that I am one human and I can’t teach the student for significant chunks of time each day. I can provide some resources, I can check in with them and answer their questions, but the student needs to be motivated to engage with some challenges. In the vast majority of cases, the student never touches the challenge work. Their parents bug them about it, I bug them about it, but they just can’t summon the motivation. These students are willing to keep up with our regular coursework, chugging along with content they mostly already know or can learn in a fraction of the time that it takes many of their peers. But working on their own is beyond them. To be clear, this isn’t every student. But it’s a large majority, another illustration of the 5 percent problem.

Second, online charter schools have spread rapidly in the last ten years. In my state it’s not very hard for students to enroll. I’ve had a number of students unenroll from our local public school and start at an online charter school. Most are back within a few months. They generally say one or both of two things: first, that they are bored learning on their own and they miss having people around. And second, they just weren’t motivated and didn’t learn much. Now to be clear, I’m in favor of having some online charter schools. They are a great option for some students – students who can summon the motivation, students with outside-of-school circumstances that make attending school challenging. It’s the 5 percent problem. There’s a 5 percent, those no-structure learners or students in other unique situations, who benefit from options like online charter schools. But the vast majority do best in the age-graded schools we already have.

You might think that we’ve found the solution to tracking. We just need to get all the no- and low-structure learners together and let them move much faster. Here’s the issue. The no-structure learners will always be bored, as long as we are committed to putting them into classrooms where everyone learns the same thing. And those classrooms where everyone learns the same thing are exactly what the low-structure learners need. As soon as you create a higher track there will be a ton of demand for it. Parents will insist that their kid join. And as it grows, it won’t be able to accelerate very quickly. You still need the structure of a classroom where everyone is learning the same thing, and that just isn’t a very efficient way to teach.

A good illustration of this point is to visit a gifted or exam school. If a few of those 100 classrooms from our observation thought experiment were gifted schools or schools with an entrance exam, you might be surprised by what you see. They would be doing more advanced work than peers in regular schools, absolutely. But often only by a year or two. You’d see all the same inefficiencies of students all learning the same thing at the same pace. You’d see lots of bored students who could be going faster. You’d see a bunch of students who you’re surprised are in this school at all. It’s the reality of the system we have.

No-structure learners thrive anywhere. Low-structure learners need any coherent system. High-structure learners are much more sensitive to the quality of teaching, but trying to meet each student where they are doesn’t work very well. Lumping everyone together and asking them all to learn the same curriculum seems to work better at scale than anything else we’ve tried. These are the core challenges of education.

What’s Happening Under the Hood?

If we know there are no-, low-, and high-structure learners, then the key question becomes: what internal levers predict who ends up where?

I see three main factors. First is intrinsic motivation. This isn’t a review of self-determination theory, but the short version is that some students have a lot of intrinsic motivation, others have less, and some have little at all. Second is the set of habits students bring to school. When you observe students in school, one thing that’s often striking is how some students are in the habit of completing assignments, reading when they’re asked to read, solving math problems on a worksheet when asked, and so on. Others don’t have those habits. You’ve got no-structure learners, who would happily do that learning on their own. Low-structure learners, for whom the basic structure of school and class is enough to keep positive habits going. And then high-structure learners, who are in the habit of avoiding schoolwork whenever they can. Finally, there’s fluid intelligence. Students with a high processing speed and high working memory capacity are better at learning without much structure. They have the mental tools to connect the dots and figure things out with less structure. Students without those cognitive capacities need additional structure in order to learn.

Those elements are self-reinforcing. Motivation tends to beget motivation. Habits become stronger over time. Students with less fluid intelligence learn less in school, which exacerbates the consequences of less fluid intelligence. This doesn’t mean that a kid can’t change their trajectory. It’s possible to change habits, and to develop new sources of motivation. A broad base of knowledge helps to mitigate a lack of fluid intelligence. Motivation and habits are context-specific, so students might have a different profile in a different subject. But on average, students tend to stay about where they are in the no-structure, low-structure, and high-structure spectrum.

Students don’t always neatly fall into one category or another. They can shift over time, or be very intrinsically motivated yet have other challenges that require a lot of structure. Students can have different profiles in different subjects. Still, this broad taxonomy is a useful way to understand why tactics like personalization work for some students and not others, and why the basic structure of school has lasted so long.

The Thesis, Again

One way to interpret the design of school is that it’s trying to provide just enough structure to get students to learn the basics of the school curriculum. Putting kids in front of a computer on their own isn’t going to do the trick.

Schools are given a huge challenge. The goal isn’t to educate the students who are easiest to teach, or most eager to learn. The goal is to educate everyone. The core challenge of compulsory public education is motivation. The best solution we’ve found is to send kids to school beginning at age 5 (or earlier if we can), before they can reliably form long-term episodic memories. Talk to a typical high school student, and they have literally been going to school as long as they can remember. We group students by age in part because it’s the easiest way to organize the system. The system motivates high-structure learners to keep up with their peers, though that motivation does gradually fade over time. Grouping by age also provides just enough structure for low-structure learners to stay on track – not that it’s particularly efficient, but it can help schools be reasonably confident that those low-structure learners will get a broad foundation in the school curriculum. In the same way that democracy is the worst form of government ever invented except for all the others, conventional school is the worst form of motivating students to learn except for all the others. All that leads to the obvious, inevitable problems. Some students are ready to move faster, some students need more support. Schools and teachers often try to help, and occasionally experiment in bold ways, but there’s this enormous gravity that pulls back toward the conventions of a typical school. It’s easy to point out these obvious challenges and claim that school is broken, that we should blow up the system and invent something better. It’s much harder to ask why the fence is there, and understand it before taking it down.

Here’s something you have to remember. It’s easy to cherry-pick in education. If you want to start a school to prove that penguin-based learning is the future, that penguin meditation and penguin-themed classrooms are superior to the stuffy, traditional, obsolete schools we have now, you can. It’s simple. Find a way to only accept no-structure and very low-structure learners. Then start your school. Do your penguin meditation, make sure there’s a basic structure for learning core academic skills, and you’re set. The results will be great, you can publish articles about the success of your method, if you’re lucky you’ll get some of that sweet sweet philanthropy money.

Cherry-picking isn’t always that blatant. If you just manage to get a few more low-structure learners and fewer high-structure learners in your school it will make a difference. Your test scores will look better than the school down the street. Schools spend a huge fraction of their resources on special education, providing the structure and systems that those students need. Just having fewer students who need that level of resources will free up time and energy to focus on everyone else, and the selection effects will make it look like you’re doing a good job. The difference doesn’t have to be huge to help the school do a little better.

What if we were brutally honest when a family enrolls their child in school? Here’s what we would say:


If your child is a no-structure learner, they will be bored here. They will probably learn some things, but they will often sit in lessons where they know everything the teacher is teaching, and they’ll spend a lot of their time sitting around waiting for other students to catch up. If your child is a low-structure learner, they will still often be bored as our school isn’t very efficient, but the structure and routine will ensure they get a basic level of literacy and numeracy. Maybe they’ll like school, probably because of gym class and being around their friends, maybe they won’t, but they’ll learn some things. That said, the school you pick doesn’t matter too much. Your child will learn about as much anywhere else. If your child is a high-structure learner, they will need a lot of very structured teaching. Our teachers vary widely: some are good at providing that structure, others aren’t. Your child will gradually fall behind, and will perpetually feel a bit dumb and a bit slow compared to everyone else. But we will do our best to keep them moving along with their peers because that’s the best idea we have to motivate them. Hopefully, with some help, they’ll graduate high school on time. There’s a risk they just won’t have the skills, or they’ll be discouraged by constantly feeling dumb and just give up. Oh, and we aren’t very good at understanding what causes students to be motivated. It’s absolutely correlated with socioeconomic status, so it would be helpful if you’re rich, but there’s a lot of variability and plenty of rich kids need that structure too.



Some History

It’s worth taking a quick detour through the history of education in the US. When did age-graded schools become common? The story is a bit different than many common conceptions of how education has worked in the US. White people in the US, particularly men, had a relatively high literacy rate by 1800, higher than most other countries at the time except perhaps Scotland. But the education system was fragmented. It was a mix of religious education, local cooperatives, apprenticeships, formal schooling for the rich, and public education for the poor in cities. The common school movement emerged between 1830 and 1860. The goal of the movement wasn’t to increase the average education of the populace, and it didn’t cause any large increase in the literacy rate. Instead, the primary rationale was the importance of a common education system for democracy. Democracy felt fragile in the first half of the 19th century, and universal public education was the solution.[1]

The explicit goals of the common schools movement were to instill in students the importance of citizenship and morality. Age-graded schools were a natural next step: students should travel through school in a cohort of their peers, learning together the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic, and the importance of education for the country’s young democracy. While these schools certainly did teach reading, writing, and arithmetic, the curriculum of the school played a secondary role to its common character. The most important goal of school reformers was to move education into common schools; whether learning happened in those schools was a secondary goal. It’s interesting that maximizing learning was never the goal of universal education.

The common school movement focused on what we would now call elementary and middle schools. It wasn’t until the 20th century that attendance in high school became widespread and then compulsory. And high school is the place where this giant compromise starts to fall apart. Even when the high school became widespread, there was broad disagreement about what high school should teach. Should high schools retain the liberal arts focus that they had when only the rich had access? Should they focus on the trades and career education? Should high schools offer a core course of study to all students, or use tracking to separate students who are college-bound from those who are not? These are the perennial questions that high schools wrestle with, and they are a logical outgrowth of the core tension of using age-graded schools. The goal still wasn’t about learning; it was about what the credentials were and who had access to those credentials. Only in the last few decades have schools tried to focus on maximizing learning. According to NAEP data there was some increase in scores between the late 80s or 90s depending on the subject and about 2012, after which there was stagnation or a slow decline, accelerated by the pandemic learning loss. This is a conjecture without any real evidence, but the increase in education technology and personalized learning software coincides with that stagnation in national test scores. The rise in test scores didn’t involve any large changes in the basic structure of school, it was driven by a lot of legislation and rhetoric around “no child left behind” and trying to support students who previously fell through the cracks.

School is Conservative

One common frustration for those who believe that schools can do better is how conservative the education system is. While there are pockets of innovation and experimentation, most schools are bureaucratic and slow to change. This is often viewed as a failure: why are our schools so obsolete and slow to adapt to the needs of the 21st century?

What if the education system is conservative for good reasons? We have always looked to education as the solution to our social problems. In the 19th century, education existed to buttress our democracy. In the first half of the 20th century, education was asked to promote social mobility. In the second half of the 20th century, education was asked to contribute to our national defense.

Maybe the best way education can contribute to all of these causes is to focus on providing a broad, basic education to as many children as possible, and maybe our current system is the best idea we’ve had so far for doing so. If education chased every fad that came along, it might be in much worse shape. It was only a few years ago that a lot of people were arguing that we should teach more kids to code. Now it looks like coding might be one of the first jobs AI can do for us. For the last few decades, many thought leaders have advocated that we reorient our education system away from antiquated content that kids can look up on Google, and instead teach critical thinking. There’s ample evidence that we can’t actually teach critical thinking divorced from content. And education seems to increase IQ, so maybe we’re already teaching critical thinking by giving students a broad, basic education.

The reality is that elementary and middle schools haven’t changed much over time. High schools, however, are the place where the drive to motivate students breaks down. At that point, low-structure and high-structure students are pretty far apart from one another. High schools handle this in a variety of ways. Some high schools specialize, either as test-in schools or schools with a particular theme. Private high schools play a role supporting high-achieving students. And at comprehensive public high schools, there is more tracking and separate experiences for students. An increasing number of high schools offer community college courses through dual enrollment, as well as a wide variety of electives. Other students move into a vocational track, with some remediation in core literacy and numeracy skills and coursework designed for careers rather than college.

This is logical if we look at school as a system designed to maximize motivation: by the time students reach high school, the gaps in academic knowledge have widened to a point where it isn’t practical to keep students in the same classroom. Most elementary and middle schools promote students socially, at least if they put some effort in. But in high school, students need to amass credits and/or pass exams to graduate, and keeping everyone in the same classroom learning the same content won’t get some students the credits they need. We see what you would expect: motivation plummets. Remember those 100 classrooms you imagined visiting? Some of them would be lower-level high school classes. Those are often sad classrooms to spend time in. Students aren’t doing very much, expectations are clearly low, there isn’t much learning happening. Schools often explicitly create easier avenues to graduate for some students, through credit recovery programs or similar ways to give credit to students who aren’t putting in much effort. It’s logical that motivation plummets: students are no longer motivated by staying with their grade-level peers.

Practicalities

What good is the hypothesis that school is designed to maximize motivation? It can help us understand all sorts of phenomena. I often hear an argument from homeschoolers that they can accomplish in two hours a day (or some other small amount of time) what schools do in seven or eight. I don’t doubt that at all. Schools aren’t particularly efficient at facilitating learning. Schools are good at educating everyone at once.

We can also better understand learning loss from the pandemic. Learning in school isn’t particularly efficient, so one might assume that missing a few months of school won’t have a big impact. But habits are powerful. What changed was motivation. During the pandemic, many students lost their long-held habits of attending and putting in effort at school. Interestingly, learning loss happened both in states that had extended school closure and those that returned to full-time school more quickly. In both cases, students lost those habits, and the power of conformity started working against school motivation, rather than in favor of it.

We can understand why school sports are such a powerful and enduring phenomenon: motivation is the core challenge of school, and conformity is our best solution. Team sports are a great mechanism to motivate young people, so we attach sports to school to capture a bit of that motivation.

We can understand why, despite lots of hype, AI hasn’t revolutionized education. Most AI applications pay little attention to motivation, and try to personalize learning in exactly the ways personalized learning has failed. AI may yet transform education, in any number of ways. But in the short term, AI has been naive about motivation in exactly the same way as all the other education transformations that have fallen short.

We can understand why there have been so many attempts to revolutionize schools, but they have struggled whenever they try to scale. If you have the right group of students, lots of things might seem to work. When you try to scale them to meet the true needs of universal education, they will run into the same roadblocks education has always struggled with. Then, the education system will be blamed for being obsolete, and we will continue to invent new approaches to education that ignore the same basic challenges of motivation.

Something I haven’t addressed is the harsh reality of school for many kids. Everyone’s experience is different, but there are countless stories of students getting bullied, verbally abused by teachers, deprived of bodily autonomy and freedom of movement. This can all be true. I don’t want to hide from these realities; I’m a teacher, I’ve seen them. Walk into a typical middle school and you will quickly learn the byzantine collection of rules about going to the bathroom. It’s not something I’m proud of, and I’m not arguing that it’s a good thing. But policing the bathrooms, and many related minutiae of students’ lives, is a byproduct of the reality of school. We require all students to attend compulsory education of some kind. Some schools are able to filter out more of the high-structure learners. In those schools you won’t find nearly as many rules about using the bathroom, and you will also find far less bathroom vandalism. In the schools that are left to educate everyone else, we are left with the reality of trying to motivate students as best we can. We struggle with the students who predictably lash out because they are bored with moving too slow, or constantly confused as the curriculum moves too fast. We double down on conformity and structure, not because they are perfect solutions but because they’re coping strategies to deal with some of the ugly realities of mass compulsory education.

This isn’t to say schools respond appropriately in every situation. There are tens of thousands of schools, each left to their own devices to figure out the best way to educate their charges. Humans make mistakes, and when we scale a profession to the size of our public education system we have to do the best with the teachers and school leaders we have. I’ve been party to plenty of school policies I disagree with. I’m not trying to defend them, just to help readers understand where they come from.

A Prediction

I’ve used the word “designed” loosely in this essay. Age-graded classrooms are schools’ most valuable asset, but they weren’t deliberately designed. They came about by an accident of history, and they have stuck around because we haven’t figured out anything better. That lack of self-awareness will always be education’s Achilles heel.

Where will we go from here? I hope I’ve been clear that I don’t think schools are perfect. They are designed to maximize motivation, but motivation is hard to maximize, and schools don’t do a great job. Is there a better way? Maybe. But to design a better education system, we first need to understand what the current system does well. Don’t tear down the fence until you understand why it’s there. The basic structure of age-graded schools that teach the same content to students of a given age has a purpose. You might have your own ideas about what schools should do and how they should do it. You might have some good ideas. But attacking schools without understanding the basics of how they function will never change anything.

One central contradiction of schools is that schools themselves don’t understand the purpose of age-graded schooling very well. There’s constant rhetoric from teachers and school leaders about the need to meet students where they are, to move past our antiquated one-size-fits-all education system and innovate. The purpose of this essay is to review school: to understand how it works, and where its structure comes from. This review leads me to a prediction: the structure of schooling won’t change. People will continue to try to disrupt the status quo. There will be plenty of tinkering around the edges. Some of that tinkering will catch on at a broader scale. But there will be an inevitable gravity back to the status quo. That gravity exists because the status quo is the best tool we have to educate a huge number of students. It’s not particularly good at fostering learning, but at scale it’s better than anything else we’ve tried. The push and pull will continue, the criticisms of school will continue, the experimenting will continue, but the basic structure will never change.


Notes


[1]

This section is drawn from the book Someone Has to Fail by David Labaree.






Schools - A Review

By E.N.


Trigger warning: mentions schools

Epistemic status: product reviews sometimes exaggerate



Readers of this blog are unlikely to hold schools in the highest esteem. Scott Alexander, Bryan Caplan, Eliezer Yudkowsky and Zvi Mowshowitz have pointed at a range of different problems with schools. However, most people still accept schools as a given, and say things like "schools teach many necessary subjects",  "parents need some place to babysit their kids" or "kids need to learn social skills". I think this complacency is mistaken. The current K-12 US education system causes unnecessary suffering and waste due to flawed beliefs, and fails to teach many important skills. This should have been fixed long ago but the advance of AI provides new opportunities for change.

[image: ]

The Limit of Enlightenment

The Enlightenment spread ideas of scientific rigour and individual liberty, but it didn't reach every area of society equally. The education system operates under the guise of science and modernity but the system is often built around ideology, faith and tradition rather than real scientific backing. The structure of the schools, the subjects that are taught, and the methods used to teach are all questionable and their justifications lack rigour.

In modern times, we generally don't constrain people against their will, but this freedom hasn't yet reached humans under age 16. There are cases where restricting children is justifiable, but that's only if there's strong evidence that it's best for them. This doesn't cover forcing kids to learn something they're unlikely to benefit from or to keeping them restricted in a classroom where they already know the material or can't keep up. Imagine, as an adult, being forced to go back to school to sit through classes covering material you already know or cannot follow. Now imagine you're going to need to do that for the next 12 years. It's no more justifiable to make kids sit through that.

The Lack of Choice

Choice is generally good since if you're unhappy with one option you can switch to another option. It also incentivizes providers to do a better job to attract customers, which is why capitalism often drives improvements and innovation. Public schools as an institution reduce choice, since parents often cannot choose a better school for their kids. Within a given school, curriculum mandates limit kids' ability to choose the subjects they prefer. And within a given subject there's usually no choice at all. There's also almost no option for parents to just enroll their kids in the parts of the school they're interested in. Within a given day at school, kids have little freedom as their entire schedule is controlled. Schools claim their strict rules are to help prepare kids for real life, yet modern workplaces offer more flexibility and autonomy.

Schools provide little choice since they operate as if everyone has the same abilities and interests so one size fits all. Every class that is offered is inherently good so there's no need to offer more options. It's as if teachers are all equally good as well, so they're paid by seniority rather than by their performance. It wouldn't be so terrible if choice was restricted for an ordinary consumer good, but it's far worse to restrict educational choice for all children.

The Age-Grade Fallacy

Schools group everyone together into grades entirely by age. Different kids learn at different rates, so why this strange grouping? Schools are built on the implicit premise that academic achievement is the one thing that really matters. Since it's the measure of a person, and all people are equal, everyone must reach the same level of academic achievement. They therefore push the same goals on everyone and group them together to learn at the same pace for most of K-12.

All people are equal in deserving to flourish and not suffer. Value, meaning and happiness do not depend on academic achievement; that's just one of many areas a person can develop. People have different aptitudes and interests and progress at different rates academically. Yet schools put them all in one bucket. This is not how learning a skill works. When apprenticeships were common, people advanced based on their skill level. If you want to learn music or martial arts, you expect to be instructed based on your ability. Schools' inflexible approach targets the average student but causes problems both for those who need extra help and those who are more advanced.

Many kids are required to move on to more advanced topics in a subject before they have a full grasp of the basics. For example, 30% of adults struggle with basic math. Why does the school system force kids to learn advanced math that they'll never use before ensuring that they understand genuinely useful concepts? Why make them suffer needlessly?

Some people dismiss the boredom brighter kids face in school. There is a real issue however, regardless of your ethical framework:


	Short-term boredom is often dismissed as trivial, but 8-12 years of it adds up to real suffering.

	Harming someone is wrong, regardless of whether it's common.

	If kids aren't achieving what they can, they're missing out on the meaning and fulfillment that is their right. Many philosophers stressed the importance of living virtuously by fulfilling one's purpose.

	If a kid isn't learning something or enjoying the class, their time is wasted, and so are school resources.

	Holding back kids from learning can prevent or delay them from applying their skills usefully, and thereby harms society.



How Not to Learn

Most schools still rely primarily on group lectures, even though the internet, software, videos and books can all cover the material, and active learning is better. Teachers read from their notes and write on the board; kids read from the board and write notes. Small discussion groups with kids at similar levels could be beneficial, but most classes are too large for that. Classes often become teacher-led lectures with occasional Q&A that isn't relevant to most students.

Schools place a large emphasis on memorization. It's not meaningful and doesn't last long-term, but it's easier for teachers in the current structure to get kids to memorize something briefly rather than to deeply understand it. Even when teaching a technique, such as solving a math problem, it's usually about memorizing mechanical steps without truly grasping the concepts. The technique is like a black box - similar to using a calculator, just slower.

What not to Learn

The school curriculum forces kids to learn subjects that aren't practical, that they don't care about, and that they quickly forget. Even within practical subjects, it teaches impractical topics. Parts of math are useful, but geometry and trigonometry are rarely used afterwards. Essential concepts in algebra are useful, but most people don't factor polynomials on their day job. A small number of people who will go into math-heavy fields might want to learn these topics, but US schools are unable to differentiate so they make everyone learn them.

Schools focus on academic topics while practically ignoring other life skills, like how to be a decent human or find happiness beyond grades. Again, schools follow the philosophy that academic achievement is what matters. The school system is focused more on itself than on the real world. Elementary and middle school prepares kids for high school which prepares kids for college. College is academic-focused and prepares students more for grad school than the practical issues of their field.

AI

Those are some of the issues with education today, but the status quo cannot continue. The recent rise of AI changes everything in a few connected ways:


	Powerful tutoring and learning tools are becoming available to everyone.

	With AI help readily available, homework cannot continue unchanged since cheating is so easy.

	As AI masters human skills, many traditional subjects become even less practically relevant.

	The most practical skill will be learning how to effectively use the AI tools.

	Using AI tools, kids will be able to accomplish much across a range of subjects.



Schools should have improved long ago, but maybe AI can now help make it happen.

What to Learn?

If it's true that AI is taking over in 2027, there wouldn't be any practical career skills left to learn. But I think we have some more time before AI can literally do everything, so some career skills will remain useful. And we have even more time before we merge with machines, so there's still a range of other practical skills to learn. These other skills will become even more important as ordinary career skills become less relevant.

General Practical Knowledge

There's two basic skills that some kids learn in school that are genuinely important:


	Basic reading: Many kids can learn this at home, but schools should help those who need it with evidence-based techniques like phonics rather than popular methods that don't work. Once kids can read, give them opportunities to read books they personally find interesting. No need for years of group read-alouds where kids are forced to follow along with the reader.

	Basic math: Understanding basic math (such as fractions and exponents) is important for navigating the modern world, but many adults struggle with this. By eliminating regular grade levels and using AI-assisted tutoring, everyone can get the help they need to understand these topics. There's no need to force everyone to learn advanced topics like trigonometry or geometry. Instead, expose kids to mathematical ideas and let them explore what interests them. Those who enjoy it will pursue it further.



Academic Knowledge

Some say it's worthwhile to learn non-practical mathematical topics since math is beautiful, inspiring and meaningful. Similar arguments are given for teaching history, literature and science to everyone. I think kids should be exposed to a taste of these subjects and be given ample opportunity to learn more if they choose to. I personally feel understanding how the universe works is awe-inspiring, even if it's mostly impractical. However if a kid isn't interested, forcing it on them won't make it meaningful nor will they remember it afterwards. If schools think a topic is important, let them inspire kids to choose it!

Underrated Practical Skills

Besides the standard subjects schools teach, they should also provide opportunities for kids to learn practical technical skills such as the basics of:


	Statistics, such as understanding p-values or Bayes Theorem

	Coding, increasingly taught, but should be on par with regular subjects

	Dealing with data, e.g. in spreadsheets or databases



They should also let kids learn practical life skills such as:


	Financial literacy, from basic money management to interest rates and investing

	Best health practices, such as nutrition and oral hygiene

	Legal literacy, such as basic concepts of laws vs norms and later covering topics like contracts

	Critical thinking - schools claim to teach this but rarely do. It's difficult to teach, but AI can help guide students in evaluating arguments, recognizing biases and handling heuristics.

	Using AI - as this becomes increasingly important, kids should learn AI basics such as how to write good prompts and fact-check the AI's output.



Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Skills

Schools shouldn't just teach academic subjects. They should help kids understand themselves and relate to others. "Social skills" are often given as a justification for schools, yet little is done to actually help kids learn it. Some things are learned naturally, but some skills benefit from practice and feedback. This could include broader communication skills such as:


	Nonviolent communication and conflict resolution

	Negotiation

	Giving and receiving feedback

	Developing empathy

	Public speaking

	Digital communication



There are also many internal skills and principles that could be learned and practiced:


	Understanding and regulating one's own emotions

	Resilience and stress management

	Ways to cultivate gratitude, which is beneficial for one's own happiness

	Meditation, including exposure to practices that challenge conventional beliefs about the self

	Time management and avoiding distractions, especially in the digital age

	Decision making

	Principle for living well and flourishing (broadly defined and non-ideological)

	Practical tips to live according to one's values and goals, whatever they are



While social and emotional learning (SEL) programs touch on some of these, they're less emphasized than academics. They also may mix in political ideology which can cause a backlash against the entire practice. Helping kids learn these skills helps them be happier now and in the future.

How to Learn?

It's not practical to offer all these subjects with the current lecture- and class-based methods. But with AI tutors, kids can learn practically anything. They can dive more deeply into the topics they're interested in and achieve more than was possible before.

While lectures are not particularly helpful, schools do provide an overall structure for learning to occur. There's accountability, set time for learning, and peer discussion. Schools should be changed, but those elements should be kept in some form. Even motivated learners benefit from structure and accountability to help stay on track when distractions arise.

Most learning (at least for older kids) can shift to interactive online tutorials with built-in AI tutoring. Testing has its place, but progress can generally be tracked through the students' completed tutorials and projects, as well as their in-depth discussions with their AI tutor. Many topics can be learned through conversation, where the AI tutor helps guide the students through questions and answers to help discover concepts on their own.

The learning should connect to interesting projects where possible so that kids can achieve something. For example, they can pick apart an article online to practice statistical or critical thinking, or they can build a game to practice programming. Video games can also be used for some subjects, where they provide a natural path of achievement in a virtual world. For example, games can be used to learn programming, physics or managing resources. AI will eventually enable games for practicing social skills too. Learning should be fun, creative and meaningful rather than rote memorization for a test.


























	Level of understanding	What it can be used for
	Memorization of facts	Repeat the facts or formulas directly
	Memorization of techniques	Apply in very similar cases, such as on the test
	Pattern matching / some conceptual understanding	Apply to new cases when similar to the learned pattern
	Deeper "gears level" grasp	Apply in new circumstances, rediscover ideas, or even push the edge of knowledge forward


Schools currently emphasize memorization, but they should emphasize understanding and applying it.

Homework is often just busywork and many kids struggle with it. Now that AI can solve anyone's homework, it's worth revisiting how much is really necessary. When work is assigned, it can involve students collaborating with an AI - they still need to think on their own but can achieve more and get instant feedback. AI can also track the specific student input to ensure engagement. This space is being actively developed, see Khan Academy's writing coach.

People forget most of the facts that they learn at school. Some say schools should promote techniques that increase retention, such as spaced-repetition. This is reasonable for special facts that require memorization, but in general it's more important to encourage kids to learn what they're interested in. If they're passionate about a topic they'll go deeper into it and retain it longer-term. As more learning will involve working on actual projects the kid is interested in, the relevant skills will naturally build over time.

Goodbye Grades

Grouping kids by age into fixed grades should be eliminated. Even grouping kids by ability levels isn't enough, as it doesn’t account for the wide range of abilities and interests or provide enough flexibility. It can also result with academically weaker kids being placed in classes that are counterproductive to learning. Montessori schools show that you can mix multiple ages together and have smaller groups that provide kids with more freedom. With AI tutors, schools can provide even greater flexibility as every kid can have a tutor targeted directly at their level and interests. Kids will still discuss the topics they learn with other kids in their group, as well as collaborate on projects together.

School culture matters. As kids pursue their own interests in small groups, they will be exposed to their peers with similar interests who will provide encouragement as they learn. This will help build a culture of learning instead of the culture of apathy. The modular approach can also improve social dynamics. Kids will more easily connect with like-minded peers in their groups, while still interacting with a wider range of people throughout the day. Kids who would be outliers in some way (e.g. academically stronger or weaker) will be less likely to face bullying in a flexible environment built around smaller groups. Combined with an emphasis on interpersonal skills, this should help foster a positive social atmosphere. This may be why Montessori schools report less bullying. A positive social culture can be more important than academic learning.

Hello Choice

As schooling moves away from lectures, teachers may become less essential. However they will still be helpful to hold students accountable to their goals, to help lead some discussion and to inspire students. The teacher can become more like a coach than a lecturer.  It's important that students not be locked-in with one teacher-coach, but have other options if it's not a good fit, especially for common subjects.

People mention schools as a place to "babysit" their kids, but childcare and education can be separated. As school becomes more flexible, a kid might have free time in the day and can still use the school's resources. The school can provide a range of facilities for sports and activities, which can be managed with a very low adult:child ratio, as kids don't need constant supervision. Even homeschooled kids or those in private school should also be able to use these resources. Society can provide a place for kids to stay while their parents work without always placing the kid in a classroom.

I'm not suggesting we immediately tear down the existing school system. Instead, let's advocate for more diverse school models, more parental choice in selecting schools, and more choice for kids within schools. By expanding variety and choice, schools that lead to happier and more flourishing kids will naturally thrive and expand over time.

Spread Enlightenment

Don’t mistake academic success for human worth. Recognize that everyone has specific abilities and help each kid reach their own potential without stigma. Use the best technology to tailor the learning to every kid. Only require kids to learn the most essential topics, but encourage them to learn a broad range of skills beyond regular academics. Inspire curiosity. Give kids choice and agency and help them be happy. Let each kid flourish according to their own ability and interest.

Rabbi Zusha of Hanipol said:


When I pass from this world and appear before the Heavenly Tribunal, they won't ask me, 'Zusha, why weren't you as wise as Moses or as kind as Abraham,' rather, they will ask me, 'Zusha, why weren't you Zusha?'



We don't need every kid to be Moses, we just need every kid to be themselves.




Scientific Peer Review - Umbilical Cord or Corduroy Umbrella?

We are set to be flooded with AI-generated promotional text that masquerades as science. In principle, scientific peer review should protect us. But current peer review is like a corduroy umbrella – cumbersome and ineffective. Is it hopelessly flawed? Here I suggest what is required to turn it into something akin to an umbilical cord - a device that filters out contaminants and passes nourishment through to the next generation

When I was about 8, I asked my Dad for a ranking of the worst words you could say when he was my age. The list he gave matched my own fairly closely. “Frig” was the only surprise entry – an ngrams search confirms that it was at a low ebb in 1990.

I recently came across a list of cursewords written in hardpressed pencil by the hand of my 7-year old daughter. I was delighted. It is progress that the most objectionable words right now are those that denigrate types of human rather than those that describe bodily acts. It gives the heartening impression that the truth will out and that good ideas will rise to the top.

Once crummy ideas grab hold, they are sticky

But a word that upsets me is “insofar”. You might think that my problem with it is that it takes three words and squishes them together to form a new word that has precisely the same meaning and pronunciation as “in so far”. But no, quite the opposite. My problem with it is that it fails to squish in the inevitable fourth word. It troubles me that the word “insofar” exists at the expense of the strictly superior word “insofaras”.

I would like to say that each time I read it I feel a prick of despair that we cannot trust that the best ideas will rise to the top. But I cannot even say that. The truth is, it fails to register with me. I read the phrase “insofar as” published on a page of The Economist and I neglect that there is some of the most valuable real estate in the world wasted by that gap between “far” and “as”.

And therein lies the problem. Crummy ideas can persist (and even get reinforced) simply because they took hold so early that we now take them for granted. Even the countervailing motives that drive the editors of The Economist cannot be relied on to displace them.

The Coming Flood

Of course, if crummy ideas and profit motives align then things get much worse.

Let’s imagine that I am hired by the bubblegum industry to offset the decline in gumchewing among kids. One route that I could pursue is to influence regulators’, courts’ and laypeople's perceptions of my product e.g. by causing them to believe that gumchewing is a buffer against anxiety.

Two years ago, it would have been pretty costly for me to do this. Even if I faked the study by typing the results into an excel spreadsheet, it would take days to deliver a single article. And the end result would sit at the bottom of the Google Scholar search result, just another piece of grey literature with no citations.

But now, an LLM will write that paper in minutes and so I would get it to write dozens or even hundreds of papers showing related results: the benefits of bubblegum blowing for GPA; its protective effects against dementia etc. etc. Then, I would have each cite the others so that any one of them has hundreds of citations. Now these papers appear highly impactful and they will be among the first articles a reader sees when they search the literature on chewing gum. And, which is more menacing, they will also feature in searches for anxiety and dementia.

The Scourge

What I describe here is not is some distant and speculative future; in fact, it more closely describes the past. In the 1940s, a medical doctor named Arthur Sackler joined a medical advertising agency where he pioneered a form of marketing that presented itself as science. One ruse was to have credible medics put their names to papers that were secretly written on behalf of pharmaceutical companies. That practice was implicated in the cancers of 14,000 women in the early 2000s, when it was revealed that the pharmaceutical firm Wyeth had commissioned a communications firm to ghostwrite scientific articles endorsing their hormone replacement therapy.

Sackler’s name is now best known for his family firm’s callous marketing of Oxycontin, but it is not obvious that the hundreds of thousands of deaths hastened by that drug is the most harmful piece of his legacy. The New Yorker quoted psychiatrist Allen Frances as stating “most of the questionable practices that propelled the pharmaceutical industry into the scourge it is today can be attributed to Arthur Sackler.”

It’s worth unpacking that scourge. If what comes to mind is an annoying commercial telling you to ask your physician about dialarex, you’re not wrong. The downstream consequence of those commercials is that people do ask for dialarex and physicians receive bonuses for prescribing it and so sales of dialarex boom. Correspondingly, a generic drug that could have delivered the same clinical benefit at a tenth of the price is left languishing. It is not a coincidence that medical spending went from $5 of out of every hundred spent in US in 1960 to $18.30 out of every hundred today. That is not merely wasted money; it is also a source of overmedication, overdiagnosis and hence ill health.

The waste and harm that lead Allen Frances to label the pharmaceutical industry a scourge will soon characterise many other aspects of our lives. The pharmaceutical industry just happens to have certain features that made it an early mover. On the demand side, its consumers – physicians – are especially receptive to advertisements presented as science. On the supply side, the fact that it is very costly to develop a drug but very cheap to make additional pills made it worth spending a lot on boosting demand. Of all the firms that would be willing to incur the costs of advertising via research, a pharmaceutical manufacturer is exactly who we would expect to see investing.

Now that the costs of producing spurious research are trivially low, however, it will be worthwhile for virtually any firm. And as the Covid pandemic made clear, there is no shortage of individuals who are willing and (consider themselves) able to parse a scientific literature to come to their own conclusion. The scourge that Allen Frances identifies as afflicting the pharmaceutical industry today is the scourge that we should expect to be all-pervasive immanently.

Losing Ideas

One consequence is increasing risk that great ideas will go unrecognised. Two years ago, the costs of producing a scientific paper were so high that the steady trickle of new findings were mostly sincere efforts at making some contribution to scientific knowledge. But shortly AI will turn that trickle to a flood and the overwhelming majority of what is produced will be designed for profit or PR or for some other purpose where truth is an irrelevance.

How are we to distinguish the useful insights from the dross?

Peer-review is purpose-made to discern quality research. In my field (economics) peer review works as follows: a scientist submits an anonymised version of their paper to a journal for review; an editor who possesses some expertise on the topic of the paper selects two or three researchers who have deeper expertise on the topic to review the paper; those reviewers assess the merits of the paper, make a recommendation to the editor of whether to publish-as-is, reject the paper outright or accept it subject to certain clarifying questions being adequately addressed by the authors. The editor then shares the anonymised reviews with the author.

There are a couple of features that make peer review approximate St. Peter at the gates of Heaven -  an incorruptible, unbiased judge of merit, blessed with a deep knowledge that promotes only the truly worthy to the pantheon.

It is anonymous, which reduces scope for corruption.  Many journals use double-blind peer review, where reviewers cannot see who has written the paper, which is especially valuable because the incentives align to promote the most insightful ideas, regardless who thought them up or how unpalatable they might be to certain audiences.

It is the independent opinion of two or more experts and an editor’s judgment also. This, while not quite harnessing the Wisdom of the Crowd, offers at least some buffer against caprice.

In practice, peer review falls far short. Its more egregious failures are well documented. It fails to spot false results e.g. the faked dishonesty study that ended up costing the Guatamalan government dearly. It fails to recognize true innovations e.g. the Nobel-prize winning one that has been credited with shaping everything from the Affordable Care Act to Carfax reports.

But there are many more mundane issues. The Data Colada blog is an excellent place to see these laid bare. Take a recent randomized controlled trial of a brief training program conducted among 2,070 police officers reported in the Quarterly Journal of Economics. It concluded that training police to consider their options reduced use of force and discretionary arrests. That’s a very useful and scalable finding. But the Data Colada blog makes a very compelling case that it is not reliable.

The red flag here is that the authors had preregistered their hypotheses and so Data Colada (and you, me and, notably, the reviewers who accepted this paper for publication) could look to see if the reported results are the same as the results that had been hypothesised prior to data collection. They were not.

Now you might say all’s well that ends well and science has worked because Data Colada has updated the record. But there are three problems with that take. First, this is wasteful. A really resource-intensive and potentially scalable experiment was conducted on a topic of great interest and, because of a lack of transparency, we simply don’t know if it worked. If peer review had worked well, we would be able to see all the results the authors had preregistered rather than just the ones they opted to show us. Second, it is beyond Data Colada and similar blogs to clean up all the messes left by lackadaisical reviewers. There will be many specious results that they lack the time and attention to expose and those will mislead real-world decision making. Third, the damage has been done.  Jorg Peters and co-authors show that comments published in the flagship American Economic Review are cited far less than the original research that they correct. Even when the authors of the original paper concede that the comment substantively tempers their conclusions, the comment has orders of magnitude fewer citations than the original paper. This points to the value of peer review as a screening device that works ex ante. It is far more effective to avoid contaminating the literature in the first instance than it is to correct it later.

How discriminating is our filter?

We need something that acts as a filter that extracts contaminants and passes to future generations the stuff that is conducive to growth, health and wellbeing - something like an umbilical cord. What we have is more like a corduroy umbrella – not only patchy in its effectiveness but cumbersome too.

Consider 100 articles submitted to the top-tier social science outlet, the Journal of Political Economy. The editors judge 49 of them to be worth sending out to reviewers. The latest data show that only 6 of them are ultimately selected for publication. The median time it took to let authors of the remaining 43 papers know that reviewers had rejected their submission was 3 months. That is 3 months where the paper cannot be submitted to another outlet. Papers are languishing, even though the editors of a top journal in political economy have already selected them as likely to offer important contributions to knowledge on social phenomena. And this is happening at a moment when the insights of political economy might be especially helpful in restoring faith in institutions.

This delay also has the effect of undermining the objectivity of peer review. Because of timelags, academics typically post their work online as a preprint so they can accumulate citations and influence and avoid being scooped. As a result, by the time reviewers come to read the paper they can already see how many citations it has, as well as the authors’ names and affiliations. That matters because it detracts from the independence of peer review. At a conscious level, it takes bravery for a reviewer to reject a paper that has already accumulated hundreds of citations. At an unconscious level, we know that evaluations are influenced by confirmation bias and so a paper is more likely to be given the benefit of the doubt if it has already received hundreds of citations. And this weakness is exploitable - we can infer from their failure to check preregistration that reviewers are unlikely to check whether the hundreds of citations predominantly come from AI generated dross.

Most insidious, the timelag leads to more conservative research agendas. When choosing among research projects, scientists have to weigh up expected benefits (e.g. citations; prestigious publication) against expected costs (e.g. the opportunity cost of their time). The lower the time costs, the more risk a scientist can afford to take. When the time costs are high, scientists are all the more incentivized to take on projects that are guaranteed citations (i.e. that contribute to established and growing literatures) and that are least objectionable to reviewers (i.e. that align with rather than debunk established theories). The net effect is fewer groundbreaking ideas.

Is Peer Review Hopelessly Broken?

There are efforts to reform peer review. Thanks to the Data Colada group and others, many journals require authors to post their data and code. Some journals even employ people to check that the results reported in the paper precisely match those obtained from running the analyses. But, as the Data Colada blog demonstrates, unreliable results still turn up even in the places that we would expect to be most buffered against them i.e. top journals in economics and psychology. The editors and reviewers at these outlets understand incentives and human behavior and are skilled interpreters of data but that is not sufficient to protect against specious results.

The scarce factor is motivation. Reviewing another scientist’s work is never a priority. It only ever gets done out of civic-mindedness or, perhaps in some small number of cases, out of a selfish desire to promote one’s own research. The false results that enter the literature are one symptom of this lack of motivation. They get attention because they are salient and make for a good story. But this lack of motivation creates bigger problems through the drag that lags to publication place on progress e.g. the research that does not get done.

Attempts are being made at making peer review more efficient - a website collates the various efforts. One strand of research has experimented with paying reviewers or waiving journal submission fees. Another approach creates a publicly available record of how many reviews a researcher has completed. Platforms like Publons and ORCID allow researchers to signal to promotion panels their productivity as a reviewer alongside their productivity as a researcher. A third strand publishes reviewers’ comments alongside the paper, giving them credit and potential citations (though at the expense of double-blinding).

While there is some evidence that paying reviewers hundreds of dollars can speed up peer review, there is nothing to suggest that we have yet found a scalable mechanism that will make peer review function as the discerning filter we require to deal with the coming flood of AI-generated content.

For that, we will need to make peer review a priority among scientists instead of the afterthought that it is currently. We will need an incentive structure that rewards scientists for the quality and timeliness of their reviews. We will need a market for timely and quality peer review.

A Job Market for Quality Peer Reviewers

Just as Google Scholar publishes researchers’ i-index, it could publish a new metric that measures the contribution to science they make through their reviews. I call this an R-Squared score and it accumulates through points that editors give for timeliness (0 for late, 1 for acceptable, 2 for exemplary) and points that the other reviewer of the paper give for quality (0 for unhelpful; 1 for fine; 2 for exceptionally helpful).

But - you will no doubt say - the last thing we need is more burden on reviewers and editors. Here's the thing - almost all of the colleagues I have spoken to about this idea fall into one of two camps: those who already read the other reviewer’s report out of curiosity or those who don't want to be reviewing in the first place. So in a world of R-Squared scores, there is no extra work for the first camp and - because their choice not to display a score will signal to editors that they don't want to receive an invitation to review - there is less work for the second.

And it will save editors work because it allows them identify quality and timely reviewers. Currently editors lose time sending papers for review to people who fail to reply e.g. because they have left academia. Or, to avoid that timewasting, they send ill-fitting papers to people who they know to be timely reviewers. Either way, there is a mismatch. By providing publicly available information on researchers’ reviewing activity we can help editors quickly and easily identify content experts who are also active and engaged reviewers.

Providing editors with information on reviewers’ quality and timeliness will reduce academic fraud too. In recognition of the fact that editors waste a lot of time finding reviewers, many journals invite submitting authors to nominate reviewers. This practice is sometimes abused by citation rings - groups of authors who big up each other’s work. R-squared obviates the need to rely on reviewers nominated by the author.

R-squared provides feedback on review quality that is currently missing. As it stands, there are reviews that are wrong-headed, either out of sincere misunderstanding or out of motivated self-interest. The 0-2 score reviewer reviewer score can flag quality concerns so that editors know to give these reviews special scrutiny. More than that, the mere awareness that one’s review will be scored will prevent egregiously self-serving reviews in the first instance.

Changing the scientific ecosystem one review at a time

It is a grand ambition to seek to transform the scientific ecosystem. But the incentives align to make R-Squared a scalable technology. If just one journal adopts the practice of scoring reviewers for timeliness and quality then, merely through the mechanism of making the importance of timeliness salient to reviewers, we would expect it to achieve faster turnaround times. Concurrently, that journal will be accumulating data on the quality and speediness of its reviewers that it can use later to match quality reviewers to papers in their areas of expertise. As authors experience more rapid turnaround times, they will submit their work to this now speedier outlet instead of to its rivals. Other journals will have to adopt the technology or lose out on submissions, influence and prestige.

A published metric that summarizes a researchers’ frequency and quality creates a viable career track for expert reviewers. It will allow for the first time promotion committees to recognize excellent reviewers’ contributions to science. Just as there are game-changingly talented music critics, film critics and literary critics, there are scientists who are excellent arbiters of others’ research. But their contribution to science is not currently valued and so, unless those scientists also happen to be excellent on the separate set of skills required to produce original research, we are likely losing them from the scientific community. These people will be increasingly valuable to science as the quantity of research explodes. Progress requires that we find a mechanism to reward them.




She-Ra and the Princesses of Power

1. Raison d'être

It's a story of childhood abuse, and different ways to cope with it.

It's also a western magical girl cartoon, a remake of the original 80s cartoon She-Ra: Princess of Power, a cute science fantasy show for children and people who used to be children. If you want that, it's pretty good in its own right.

But the reason it resonated with so many people is the childhood trauma aspect. It's realistic, it's sympathetic, it’s heartfelt, it's cathartic. The victims of trauma see themselves, identify with the characters, and then are given reasons to heal. Their friends watch the show and become aware of the struggle, which is probably even more important. I can only hope the abusers are tormented with guilt, but we all know they don’t, and the show knows they don’t, and they know they don’t, so might as well not give them a redemption arc. And the magical transformation – the one that makes it a magical girl cartoon – is something that only the secret third target audience, people who never got to be children, can catch on to, and it’s the reason why I think this review is important. But I am getting ahead of myself.

2. The part you will look back at

It starts like a children’s TV show would start.

Adora and Catra are to-be soldiers of the Evil Horde. Orphans, trained for that purpose since birth by a sorceress Shadow Weaver. Some sibling rivalry takes place, mutual expository teasing and bonding; it’s established that they are very good friends, committed to always having each others’ backs.

In a fit of mischief, they sneak out of the base and go to the nearby forest, where they find a magic sword. This is where Adora and Catra get separated, Adora learns that she is a reincarnation of the ancient magic warrior She-Ra, and can transform into a super-powered form using the sword. She is captured, and then befriended by Princess Glimmer and Bow, of the rebel faction.

Soon, Adora sees for herself that the Horde is evil by watching them slaughter a town full of innocent people for a minor strategic advantage. The slaughter is led by Catra. Adora tries to turn her from evil, telling her that Shadow Weaver is lying to her and manipulating her. Catra says “Duh”, stuns Adora and is forced to retreat.

This begins the strategic conflict. Adora as She-Ra with her friends are on the side of Good, and Adora is trying to liberate Catra. Catra with the Horde are on the side of Evil; and Catra is trying to capture Adora.

Standard adventure show stuff.



3. Promise

When Adora and Catra talk again, we get to see their upbringing in flashbacks, and have a different look on their relationship with each other and with Shadow Weaver. Catra, as it turns out, really did put more faith in Adora than she showed, her identity intimately tied to Adora’s. Shadow Weaver’s abuse put her in a position many traumatized people find themselves in: fiercely independent, and yet only functioning through other people.

I’ve seen someone comment that they were a “reverse solipsist” – they only exist in other people’s heads – and that when they told it to their therapist the first time, he said that it’s the best description of cPTSD that he had ever heard. I can confirm that this line resonated with me, and it certainly would have resonated with Catra. Catra only existed in Adora’s head. Their rivalry was the most important war Catra ever fought, Adora’s teasing was a genuine humiliation, and Adora’s promise to have her back was the lifeline. When Adora left, everything good in Catra left with her.

This is a wham episode in many ways, but one thing in particular it does best is showing people make stupid choices without handing them an Idiot Ball. If you ever thought Catra was being dumb and irrational, after this episode you can see: you were right, but also, this is what you would have done, too. Trauma isn’t just an extra subroutine in your brain that occasionally takes over and makes you act stupid. It’s not a black box, it's an understandable cause-and-effect. If you couldn’t sympathize before, now you can.

4. Interlude: Traumatis Personae

4.1. Shadow Weaver

The abuser. Cruel, selfish, manipulative, and unrepentant. There are reasons she does all that, understandable reasons. She is not ontologically evil. She is not broken. It’s just a thing-she-does. Some people perceive her as a cool, competent, impressive villain, a Professor Quirrell. Traumatized people invariably see her as a bottomless hate sink. This is not an accident.

When I first wrote the previous paragraph, it went “reasons she is like that”. But on a revision, I changed it. It would look like she herself is a victim, or imply that her sin is in any way absolved. But that’s not how reality works, and therefore, not how the show portrays it. She is a realistic abuser that many watchers project their own experiences at. Her arc is flawlessly executed: no matter how many good reasons the abuser claims to have, no matter how difficult they had it, no matter how much what they did was justified – they are still evil, and you are allowed to hate them, and they do not deserve a happy ending, and their cruel choices are what would be their downfall. No matter what you think of the morality of this framing, you cannot deny its therapeutic value. Depicting her any other way would be diminishing the experience of victims. No other story I’ve seen manages this.

4.2. Adora

This is what happens when they let you heal.

Trauma makes you lonely. That loneliness isn’t a property of how many friends you have, but of you as a person. Lonely doesn’t mean alone, but you still cannot heal alone. Trauma makes the nature of Homo Sapiens as a social species plainly obvious.

The reason why Adora healed and remained functional is because when she started her healing journey, she had loving friends ready to accept and support her.

4.3. Catra

This is what happens when they don’t let you heal.

Catra doesn’t start with positive reinforcement. She starts with a failure, a betrayal, and a punishment. She could heal if she left the toxic environment, and she knows that. She still doesn’t do it. This is not to blame Catra. This is to blame everyone else.

The reason why Catra didn’t heal for so long is because nobody else wanted her to, and that makes it impossible.

4.4. Others

Hordak, the appropriately-named leader of the Horde, is coping with generational trauma. I won’t elaborate; it’s not the kind of trauma I have, so I cannot add anything here that other people haven’t said.

Entrapta is autistic. She is very socially dysfunctional, and her disorder legitimately limits her in many ways and is the source of many problems. But she is still loved and accepted, and that makes her both happy and likable, as well as genuinely valuable. Here, the show executes the representation flawlessly again. You have all been told that accommodating neurodivergent people and accepting them instead of trying to force them to be normal is good. But most see it as some kind of charitable sacrifice for the weak, a Neurotypical Man’s Burden. It’s really not. It’s just a no-brainer.

5. Anthrodicy

In the culmination of the first major arc, Catra learns that Hordak’s goal that she worked so hard to achieve will destroy the world and kill everyone. She still does it.

Why do people do evil? Do they know they’re evil, or are they just in error? One answer I’ve been fond of is given by Mikhail Bulgakov, speaking as Jesus:


There are no evil people in the world – there are only people who are unhappy

— Master and Margarita



Right now, if you give me a button that destroys the world, I would press it. Yes, I am serious, this is not an exaggeration. I won’t even try to “resist” anything; there is nothing to resist. I know that this would be very evil and very stupid. I know that on a different day, I might make a different choice. It doesn’t matter. It’s just a thing-I-do. Scorpion on the back of a frog. Trauma brain resists comprehension.

I don’t know how universal this opinion is, but I’ve heard it from some therapists. There is no disorder that fundamentally changes you as a person as much as cPTSD. Not even schizophrenia, for all of how it undermines the fundamental assumptions of how your brain processes information. Being afraid of healing is common. Trauma is all you know and all you are; you might be unhappy, but are you unhappy enough to disappear and replace yourself with someone else who is happy?

When Adora tells Catra that she’s been lied to and manipulated, Catra says “Duh”. What does it matter to trauma brain? A paperclip maximizer will hear humans lament that this is not what they intended to build, and that extinguishing the light of consciousness forever is unspeakable evil, and then it will say “Duh” and get to work.

There is nothing that shows the workings of trauma as sympathetically as She-Ra and the Princesses of Power.

6. Holes in reality

What happens next is psychosis.

Well, what happens next is that reality starts to unravel and timey goes wimey. Adora wakes up in Horde barracks, this entire thing with She-Ra being a dream. But something isn’t right, something doesn’t add up, the memories are confused but too persistent. Time skips around, objects disappear and reappear, evidence appears that it was real, and nobody seems to notice, everybody just reassures you that it’s business as normal and asks if you’re not feeling too well. To others, you’re speaking gibberish; to you, everyone is wrong.

It’s not psychosis in-universe, it’s just a malfunctioning time loop. But if it was psychosis, nothing would go differently. If you watch this episode in isolation, then only Doylist reasons would convince you that it wasn’t just that Adora went into psychosis, convinced herself that she was a reincarnation of a legendary warrior destined to save the planet and that everyone is gaslighting her, assaulted Catra and escaped into the forest to join the magic princesses. If you want to see what psychosis feels like from the inside, watch the show.



7. Henshin

Adora can transform into a legendary warrior, She-Ra. She becomes much more powerful, stronger, capable of things she couldn’t even imagine. Compared to the mighty She-Ra, Adora is a weakling, even if the transformation is temporary.

I can, too.

It’s a common thing with dissociation. Trauma keeps you in chains; sometimes the chains unlock. Many transgender people are familiar with this: the wrong-gender version of you isn’t just more depressed, it’s weak. Even something as simple as going on the Internet and performing as the correctly gendered version of yourself can transform what you are capable of; and actually transitioning is a life-changing boost to your power level. This is not mania; this is just the time that you can control your actions, rather than being dissociated from yourself and reality. Instead of making decisions based on what your hyper-aware brain tells you on a second-to-second basis, interested only in avoiding anything that the trauma taught you to avoid, thinking only the thoughts you are allowed to think – you can just do good things and not do bad things.

Before my first henshin, I didn’t even realize how much in chains I was, and how easy it is to do things when you don’t have to fight with your own head every second of every day. Being able to decide something and just do it, rather than inventing a strategy of negotiation with your own demons to allow it, is supremely liberating.

I don’t know if this connection was intended in the show. But I, and some other people I know, adopted She-Ra as the go-to metaphor of being able to act as yourself.

What doesn’t kill you, doesn’t make you stronger. It makes you so, so much weaker. Surviving a traumatic ordeal doesn’t mean you’d be better at surviving it the next time. It means that next time anything is even slightly difficult about it, you just fold down and die. It means you won’t even be capable of the bare minimum. Things that are utterly trivial to normal people become insurmountable to you. To the point where temporarily overcoming it is comparatively like transforming into a legendary superhero.

8. Love

True love and friendship being powerful is a stock literary cliché. But it’s usually just magic, a reverse Whale Aesop. The hero loves the heroine very very much and it makes him immune to mind control. The little ponies are very good friends and it allows them to blast baddies with their friendship beams.

The last thing that She-Ra and the Princesses of Power shows you is the ultimate power of love. And for real this time.



9. Afterword by Anton Chekhov


We see the people going to market for provisions, eating by day, sleeping by night, talking their silly nonsense, getting married, growing old, serenely escorting their dead to the cemetery; but we do not see and we do not hear those who suffer, and what is terrible in life goes on somewhere behind the scenes… Everything is quiet and peaceful, and nothing protests but mute statistics: so many people gone out of their minds, so many gallons of vodka drunk, so many children dead from malnutrition… And this order of things is evidently necessary; evidently the happy man only feels at ease because the unhappy bear their burdens in silence, and without that silence happiness would be impossible. It's a case of general hypnotism. There ought to be behind the door of every happy, contented man some one standing with a hammer continually reminding him with a tap that there are unhappy people; that however happy he may be, life will show him her laws sooner or later, trouble will come for him – disease, poverty, losses, and no one will see or hear, just as now he neither sees nor hears others. But there is no man with a hammer; the happy man lives at his ease, and trivial daily cares faintly agitate him like the wind in the aspen-tree – and all goes well.

— Anton Chekhov, Gooseberries






Sheldon Brown's Bicycle Technical Info

Sitting up on the seat

As a kid, I was awestruck by a guy biking nonchalantly past me with no hands on the handlebars. It wasn’t just the no hands though, he was chewing bubblegum while doing it. Two cool things at the same time, with no visible concerns to either safety or time. Obviously, I also wanted to be that badass when growing up. I mean, the kid I saw was probably 10 years old, but still.

Time passed, and now I am old. Thirty-something at the very least. I am unfortunately occupied with both safety and time. But I have knowledge now, and I know a lot more about bikes than that stupid 10-year old kid ever did. I know how to replace a chain, fix a punctured tube, change a bottom bracket, tighten the brakes and how to brake the fastest. I am self-reliant with my transport, like proper cool grown-ups should be. All of that, I owe to the amazing bicycle blog of Sheldon Brown.

The guy and the bike(s)

Sheldon is an interesting character. He is probably the only bicycle mechanic with a dedicated wikipedia article. A slightly plump, seemingly always-smiling guy with a (sometimes dyed red) neckbeard, who owns no less than 30+ bikes. Many of them quite exotic. His blog entries are surprisingly detailed, always starting with a new and corny made-up nickname, like Sheldon “Wrench” Brown or his buddy John “no potato chips, please” Allen. You can find almost everything bike related there, from tandems to fixed-gear and everything inbetween[1]. There’s stuff so simple you never thought it was a thing, like proper starting technique, or more esoteric stuff, like centering the chainring on a fixed gear bike. You can get lost in tables of outdated bottom bracket standards, or read a guide on how to adjust your specific brake type. He had hilarous april fools jokes. Everything available in a handy HTML-format, just like it should be.

Someone on Slatestarcodex once described the feeling of first discovering the sequences:


“When I first discovered [Lesswrong] a year ago and read the sequences, my reaction was: ‘This is the most amazing thing I have ever read, this has changed my life, Eliezer Yudkowsky must be the smartest man on the planet.’ ...””



I think this sounds familiar to a lot of people who happened to stumble upon Lesswrong or Scotts blog. There was a special feeling of discovering a vast library of knowledge that you didn’t know you wanted. Things you had thought about in some vague sense, were now written down clearly. You might not believe me, but I had the same feeling when discovering Sheldons blog. Where had this been all my life. I was immersed. I had always been impressed by knowledgeable people, and even more so by those who managed to write it all down. People talked about the good parts of the internet, and the good old days before search was broken and AI slop had infiltrated every pore, and I had just discovered one of the old relics. This was awesome, I loved bikes, and of course I wanted to be able to repair them! Now I just needed to read it all.

Self-sufficiency and grokking a bike

Grokking a bicycle is actually kind of hard. There’s an old meme about this, where people are asked on the spot to draw a bike. If you haven’t heard about this before, you should give it a try. It doesnt have to be detailed, just a a stick-figure-like doodle. This seems like it should be easy, right? But the results are not impressive. Even the surface-level details of the everyday bike evades our memory, and that’s just the beginning.

Deeper down, there's a lot of technical details! First off, what even keeps the bike upright? I guess you have heard about pre-tensioned concrete, but did you ever stop to think that a bicycle wheel works by the same principle? Many have dabbled with 3d-printers, and might have heard the term bowden-tube. Obviously when you pull a bicycle brake, the wire transfers the pulling force to the brake caliper. Less obvious is that the cable housing must push too. This is also a bowden tube setup! Or did you know that for pedals, the threads should be normal-threaded on the right side, but left-threaded on the left side? And for (proper) bottom brackets it's the other way around? Me neither, before I read Sheldon.

1. buy bike, 2. Put 2500+ miles on your 10$ chain, 3.replace, 4. Repeat

Thoreau's analysis on traveling where he concludes that traveling by foot is the fastest, is well known. The argument goes like this:

“Thoreau asserts that the fastest traveler is the one on foot.  A seeming paradox.  But when he goes on to explain, the mystery becomes clearer.  In Thoreau’s day, to travel 30 miles by train cost the equivalent of a day’s labor.  Thoreau could walk that distance in one day and arrive by evening.  The person traveling by rail would first have to spend a day laboring to earn the fare, and then take the train the next day.  Thus, the walking man arrived first and had a day full of the pleasures of the countryside.”

The economics of travel have changed since Thoreau’s time, with both the car and the modern bicycle being invented later. However Ivan Ilvich redoes the calculation:


“ The model American male devotes more than 1600 hours a year to his car. He sits in it while it goes and while it stands idling. He parks it and searches for it. He earns the money to put down on it and to meet the monthly installments. He works to pay for gasoline, tolls, insurance, taxes, and tickets. He spends four of his sixteen waking hours on the road or gathering his resources for it. And this figure does not take into account the time consumed by other activities dictated by transport: time spent in hospitals, traffic courts, and garages; time spent watching automobile commercials or attending consumer education meetings to improve the quality of the next buy. The model American puts in 1600 hours to get 7500 miles: less than five miles per hour.”



And he goes on:


“Man, unaided by any tool, gets around quite efficiently. He carries one gram of his weight over a kilometer in ten minutes by expending 0.75 calories. Man on his feet is thermodynamically more efficient than any motorized vehicle and most animals.

[...]

[However] Man on a bicycle can go three or four times faster than the pedestrian, but uses five times less energy in the process. He carries one gram of his weight over a kilometer of flat road at an expense of only 0.15 calories. “



I’m not convinced by the exact numbers here, and I am sure it is possible to do some more or less creative number gymnastics either way you’d like to stretch the result. Both Thoreau and Ilvich seem ideological, and at times extreme for most tastes. But the point still holds, the bicycle is insanely cheap and efficient! Coming back to Thoreau's way of thinking, you can today buy a decent bike for a single day worth of salary, and you can trod on it for years.

Kick down and coast

So the bike is cheap, there’s a huge resource of knowledge available to everyone, and plenty of technical details to grok for the curious mind. All available through Sheldons blog[2]. Like the man himself says: “I have always loved riding bicycles, especially for the feeling of freedom and self-sufficiency that they give.“. AI doom might be impending, and in some sense things feel less real every day. I don’t want to go on about fresh air, but certainly fresh air feels real. If you yourself are feeling downtrodden, and haven’t been on a bike for a while, why not go tread a bike today? Sheldon shows you how to get started properly__, and if you have any mechanical problems he surely has a description of how you can fix it yourself. You could even go buy some bubblegum and try to do it no handed.


Notes


[1]

Not literally everything though, like for example the (rare) rota-fix method doesn’t seem to be described by Sheldon. Or anything on BMX



[2]

Or other internet bicycle legends like RJ the bike guy.






Shrinking: Men

A Surprise Delight in the Apple TV+ show

The ACX Review of Anything But Books is an interesting challenge, as it could be an infinity of topics—literally anything! When I dialogued with some artificial intelligences about this quandary, I realized that the common denominator is that a review encapsulates an experience. You experience media, you experience a product, you experience a meal. Your review is thus your take on the experience. Being that an experience requires a person to experience the experience, what a review does, in essence, is guide whether something is worth your time.

So with the difficulty of facing an infinity of experiences that you should consider, I’m going with a personalized choice that may apply only to me and perhaps a few of you: you should watch a few episodes of Apple TV+’s Shrinking starring Jason Segel, Jessica Williams, and Harrison Ford. Though many find it to be an entertaining show with the right amount of bittersweet, I find an added bonus: it has many instances of positive depictions of men and their relating to others. The show itself doesn’t center on that as a theme. It’s actually a show about Jimmy (Jason Segel), a Los Angeles therapist who, about a year after the death of his wife Tia in a car accident, takes insight from his work to begin to fix his own life. When we encounter the main protagonist, he’s been throwing himself into his work and personally self-medicating with drugs and sex workers. His relationship with his teenage daughter Alice is strained, with neighbors subbing in for his negligent (and sorrowfully-avoidant) absence.

Jimmy and Sean

At work, Jimmy takes on a new client Sean, a young Afghanistan war veteran who is on court-mandated therapy due to physical incidents stemming from anger issues and very likely post-traumatic stress disorder. And it is coincident with this relationship that Jimmy begins to have insight that his traditional approach to therapy isn’t bettering any of his clients. Jimmy begins to engage with his clients outside of the office in more “field-based” exercises—truth be told he probably oversteps the line of ethical practice, a point his practice-partner-mentor, Paul (Harrison Ford), irritatedly points out to him. But Jimmy will Jimmy, tired of his own bullshit approach and, among other things, takes Sean to mixed martial arts to try to channel his anger such as to find some control levers with which Sean can eventually confront his emotional pain. …and then Jimmy definitely starts to cross the ethical line by housing Sean in his pool house near rent-free. This surprise is a not-quite-surprise for Jimmy’s daughter Alice whom, having happened upon her father with sex workers in her home, finds just another instance of her father probably self-destructing instead of being the dad that she needs.

Jimmy and Paul and Sean

To which we get the first major confluence of positively-reinforcing male relationships: Jimmy, his mentor Paul, and Jimmy’s client Sean. Through the episodes, as Jimmy works with Sean to try to confront the issues that affect him and allow himself to emotionally open up, Paul occasionally guides Jimmy and eventually (by Season 2) convinces Jimmy to let him take over as Sean’s therapist given Jimmy’s dual relationship with Sean interfering with Sean’s ability to make breakthroughs on his own therapeutic goals. All that said, it is both Jimmy and Paul together who confront Sean’s father, Tim, to try to help them manage their father-son relationship, particularly Tim’s reactions to Sean’s mental health (aspects of which touch on perspectives of older men and the black community towards mental health and mental illness). In all of these interactions are men talking to, doing with, and connecting with men in a manner that is forthright yet emotionally open(ish). There’s a lot of calling each other on one’s bullshit, echoing Jimmy’s self realization that entertaining one’s own bullshit helps no one and may actually be harmful. But there’s also a protected space in the men’s interactions of “we’re here together” as well as following up with each other after a “stop the bullshit” confrontation.

Jimmy and Alice (and Paul)

As Jimmy and Paul work to help Sean, the echos of that endeavor circle back towards Jimmy and Paul in their own family relationships. Through Seasons 1 and 2 thus far, you get to see Jimmy address how he’s been a crappy father to Alice, particularly since they both lost Tia…it’s just that he, the adult, was the one to curl up into a ball and check out. You also get to see all the friends and neighbors that have stepped up to mother Alice because they loved Tia. But an interesting dynamic is how Paul contributes to Jimmy and Alice’s reconciliation. Paul takes on Alice as an informal client, demanding candy as payment. He listens to Alice to therapeutically help her emotions, but he also guides Alice back to open up to Jimmy’s re-engagement. For all the criticism Paul lobs at Jimmy at getting too close and involved in his clients, he’s doing the very same thing right into Jimmy’s family. He then guides Jimmy, reminding him of standard professional archetypes that Jimmy’s defying when it comes to his own misunderstandings of Alice’s perspective. Through their repeated professional interactions, Paul helps guide Jimmy when he’s at impasses with Sean or other clients. He provides Jimmy with mentorship, a fatherly figure, and the begrudging support that feels so good to Jimmy because it’s hard won. You fist pump along with Jimmy when Paul irritatedly acknowledges Jimmy’s gumption.

Paul and Jimmy (and Meg and Death and Raymond)

Here’s where we should particularly acknowledge Harrison Ford’s performance as Paul. I remember hearing a podcast once with the grand actor of our generation, Tom Hanks. Something that stuck with me that Hanks mentioned was that as a veteran actor you bring all your previous roles to each current role. That’s not only the actor himself, but that each time the audience encounters Tom Hanks, they remember Tom Hanks as his character in Splash, Big, Philadelphia, Toy Story, Cast Away, etc, etc, and all these performances lie in the mind of the audience with the current character they see Tom Hanks perform right now. With this prior in mind, We find Harrison Ford’s Paul, not as the boyishly charming space-cowboy Han Solo, nor the heroic Indiana Jones, nor even the first installation as the capable Jack Ryan. Instead we find an irritable-yet-clear-eyed prominent therapist whose temper belies his fear of diminished agency as his Parkinson’s Disease advances in symptoms. With his mortality more salient, Paul is in a position to hear Jimmy call Paul out on his own personal bullshit after Paul criticizes Jimmy’s approaches. Much later in the life game than Jimmy, Paul embarks upon his own healing journey with his estranged daughter, Meg, including opening up to the frightful thought of a future where he becomes completely dependent on the care of others. He develops a late love relationship with his neurologist. He reconciles not with his ex-wife whom he cheated on (because she forgave him a long time ago), but in the end reconciles with himself for being a poor husband. He concludes a multi-year therapy with a client named Raymond and then, after lots of goading from Jimmy and others, takes the large vulnerable step of redefining his relationship with Raymond as friends. And throughout each episode, Paul blurs the boundaries of professional and personal in the right way of engaging vulnerability and connection. In the Thanksgiving episode at the end of Season 2, he speaks of his declining road ahead to frame the gift of presence within a community of love and friendship…that surly old man reifies the one whom you hold a special place in your heart because of all of the journey he embodies.

Jimmy and Brian

At the start of the show you are introduced to Brian, Jimmy’s best friend from college. But you also find out that Jimmy’s been avoiding Brian for literally a year since Tia’s death and hadn’t said why. As they go on to reconcile, Jimmy and friends help Brian confront his own commitment issues and finally ask his boyfriend to get married. Oh yeah, it turns out that Brian was in the closet in college but out since then, and it’s a nice depiction to see how Jimmy and Brian relate to each other in a way that’s not ham-handed, not preachy, and not unrealistically awkward. You get a sense of them as best friends but also how now that Brian is out, how their own friendship had to grow to reflect that Brian is who he really is now and not playing a part as before.

Derek and the world

What can I say about Derek? Imagine a solid dude who’s the side character in most interactions as well as occasionally the punchline. He’s Jimmy’s next-door neighbor, a man comfortable pissing off his balcony because the weather and view and life in California is nice. He’s an upbeat older man with a full head of hair. He’s not always aware of the current conversation but easily catches the flow. To wit:

(Derek, cruising up in car towards Jimmy and Sean, his wife Liz, and local Karen named Pam)

He’s the conduit for the introduction of potential beau Derek 2 to Gaby (it’s giving peak wingman). He’s appropriately upset when his son’s girlfriend announces that she’d dodged getting pregnant by his son—mostly upset that his son is an idiot. But he gains depth when his wife, directionless with all of her sons moving off to college, rekindles with a past flame, Mac. She ends up only kissing him, but now Derek, the man that the universe smiles upon, faces the fact that the topical disrespect that his wife displays for him has become real. When Derek goes to confront Mac, the expectation is old-guy fistfight—you feel yourself bracing for the antics. But as Derek enters Mac’s microbrewery and notices the oversized photos that Liz took of shelter dogs, he realizes that while gliding through the start of his retirement, his wife was emotionally drowning and he hadn’t noticed nor listened. Derek then loses his will to fight after tasting one of Mac’s brews—it’s delicious!—but is able to save face by telling Mac to leave the area so that he can finish the beer. Derek thereupon lifts his wife in the immediate sphere with a surprise visit from their three sons and then by having Brian and his husband Charlie request Liz for two-day-a-week childcare help for their new adoptive baby. Derek’s back on top of the world, and now he’s bringing his community with him.

I obviously haven’t covered the (numerous!) outstanding female acting talent of this show, nor have I delved further into the depths of each character and their relationships with each other. That’s not the point. The point is that a big undercurrent of today’s society is the manosphere and the also-rans of men. We have our current President in large part to the reactionary sentiment of men. Joe Rogan, UFC, and Jordan Peterson are some of the largest voices that have sway over what a man is and should be. And here on the side of the current grotesque is this show about therapy and emotions. It’s excellent writing, yes, quite punchy. But it’s good storytelling of comedy and sad sentiment in the right balance to simulate day-to-day life, much more so than violence, life-and-death stakes, and ‘splody things. They are good depictions of men because, if men merely parroted the depictions, they’d still enact more positive-sum relationships than what is reality. Go catch two or three episodes. If you haven’t continued beyond that, no big loss. But if you continue on with the show, take note of the men. They aren’t angels, but they sure as hell aren’t demons.




Sign-tracking Sucks

Put a rat in a cage. Show it a lever. A few seconds later, regardless of what it does, give it some food. Repeat a couple dozen times a day for a week and the rat will learn to associate the lever with food. Some rats go over to where the food will come as soon as they see the lever. Those rats are goal-trackers. The rest of the rats will start to play with the lever and maybe chew on it once they see the lever. And then once the food appears they'll go over to that part of the cage and eat it. Those rats are sign-trackers. Sign-tracking entails the release of stress hormones, and its pointless because the sign-trackers don't get any more food than the goal-trackers. Sign-tracking sucks; zero out of five stars; do not recommend.

[image: ]

Imagine that you come home and your dog runs up and jumps on you and licks your face, while your cat goes to the food bowl and waits expectantly. Your cat is exemplifying goal-tracking, because food is a cat’s ultimate goal; your dog is exemplifying sign-tracking, because you are the sign that often precedes food.

“Raccoons were trained to deposit a wooden coin through a slot in order to obtain a food reward. The raccoons initially performed this task without hesitation, but with further training seemed unable to let go of the coin, spending several minutes compulsively handling it with their forepaws—chewing, licking, rubbing and washing the coin—as if they were trying to clean a morsel of food —and repeatedly putting the coin into the slot but then pulling it back out without releasing it. The coin itself appeared to have great incentive value, as the raccoons were very reluctant to give it up, even though holding onto it delayed or even prevented receipt of actual food.” [ref] Male quails repeatedly seeing a pillow followed by a female in heat will learn to hump the pillow, even if the door to the female is at the far end of a long skinny cage and their fetishism delays access to real sex. Meanwhile, rats will cower against the opposite wall of their cage when faced with a lever that’s been repeatedly paired with extremely salty water.

Horse trainers will repeatedly pair food with a clicking sound, and then whenever they want to reward the horse, they can just click. And the horse will be more likely to do a trick that earned them the clicking sound. A psychologist would say that the clicking is a conditioned reinforcer, and the new trick is reinforced behavior. Using a conditioned reinforcer makes it much easier to train horses because if you had to give them food every time, you couldn’t train them after you had already rewarded them and they were full. This works because the sign itself can function as a reward, and continues to motivate animals even if it is no longer followed by a reward. (In contrast, goal-trackers will quickly grow bored with their food bowl if you stop putting food in it.)

Sign-tracking in Humans

Researchers can train smokers to click on certain shapes using either cigarettes or money—either reward works just as well. In smokers, cigarettes are almost certianly a conditioned reinforcer, since they have been repeatedly followed by the intoxication of smoking. We can infer that money is also a conditioned reinforcer: it produces the same behavior as other conditioned reinforcers; it increases blood flow to all the same brain regions that show increases with food, sex, alcohol, cocaine and electric shocks; everyone has experience using money to buy rewards. Once we know that money is a conditioned reinforcer, we can invoke sign-tracking to explain greed, since sign-tracking implies that people will value money itself and keep seeking money even if there's nothing in particular that they want to buy.

There’s another experiment showing how humans pursue purely symbolic rewards. Put identical soda in bottles labelled with either a triangle or a square, and then repeatedly show children a triangle followed by a crying face and a square followed by a smiling face. Kids will try the square soda first and say, after trying both, that they like it more. The same thing happens if you repeatedly show kids a triangle together with a crying face and a square together with (rather than followed by) a smiling face, which is how advertising works. By extension, we can infer that you should be a able to reinforce a behavior just by showing people a smiley after they’ve performed a new trick. That’s how social media works: if you post something, and people react with smileys, then next time you’ll be more likely to post. Tech firms can train you without ever giving you a physical reward. How cheap and convenient for them!

If we’re confident that money, cigarettes and smiling faces are conditioned reinforcers, then let’s indulge in a bit speculation (which usually leads to pleasant results!) as to what other everyday signs might be conditioned reinforcers.

When you were a baby, probably your mom said nonsense in the voice that people use for talking to babies and then would feed you, so you learned to associate your mom's voice and baby talk with food. Then your mom would be able to reward you for good behavior just by baby talking to you. She wouldn't actually have to reward and punish you physically all the time. From there you learned to associate specific words with reward. Maybe you would associate “Good job!” with reward because your mom would say it in baby talk, and your mom's baby talk voice is already associated with food. And then from there now other people have the ability to shape your behavior because they can reward you only by saying “Good job!”. Imagine how hard it would be to raise children if you couldn't reward and punish them just with words and body language. As soon as they were full and no longer interested in food you would lose the ability to teach them anything.

If you put on clothes and walk down the street and go to the store and buy something, all of that social etiquette was taught to you by your parents: what kind of clothes to wear, which part of the street to walk on, how to pay for things, what kind of food is good, which things are food, how you should remove the packaging without eating it, and on and on and on. A huge amount of our daily repertoire of behavior we normally don't think about probably is reinforced behavior. In a addition, we have large repertoires of conditioned reinforcers: others can influence our behavior by looking, staring, glaring or gazing at us; by praising us or shouting at us; by wearing an athoritative uniform or a pretty dress.

Being motivated by conditioned reinforcers allowed you to learn the microskills of daily life, but sign-tracking is stresful, pointless, and deceptive.

Sign-tracking is Stressful

The critical experiment which demonstrates the stressful nature of sign-tracking involved lever-pressing in rats. In the experimental group, the rats saw a lever, and a few seconds later food dropped into a bowl, regardless of what the rat did. This sequence was repeated dozens of times. The control group saw the lever and food just as often, but at random times, so they formed no association between the lever and food. All of the rats had low concentrations of stress hormones before the experiment. Afterwards, only the experimental group did. A seperate experiment by the same authors found that in a group of rats all given the same conditioning, only the sign-trackers were stressed and the goal-trackers were relaxed. Additionally, pharmaceutically blocking the activity of stress hormones turns all rats into goal-trackers. These results demonstrate that sign-tracking itself is stresful, and that rats are able to find and eat food in a relaxed manner as long as they don’t sign-track.

This experimental work aligns with anecdata. Stressed people are more likely to smoke, drink, or take drugs. The same brain circuit for craving underlies both addiction and sign-tracking, and addicts are likely to relapse when they encounter a sign associated with their habit. If someone used to always drink red wine and smoke, then they’ll be prone to start smoking again if they’re stressed and drinking red wine. Stock brokers spend all day pursuing big money rewards. By reputation, brokers are crack addicts and super stressed.

Punishment (trauma) causes sign-tracking that’s a mirror image of sign-tracking for rewards. You might be nervous around your boss or another figure associated with punishment. When people with PTSD encounter a sign associated with their traumatic past, they stress out so much that it becomes a clinical pathology.

People will often claim that their nervous habits relieve stress, but the experimental work in rats shows that this is unlikely. Nervous habits are simply compulsive and people confabulate a justification for it. Indulging nervous habits further exposes them to reward-associated signs and gets them deeper into a self-reinforcing cycle of stress and signs.

Chronic Stress is Depressing

In the words of entrepeneur and science writer Max Bennett: “All this describes what bodies do in response to short-term stressors—the acute stress response. But most of the ways that stress plagues modern humanity comes from what happens to bodies in response to prolonged stressors —the chronic stress response. … If a nematode is exposed to thirty minutes of a negative stimulus (such as dangerous heat, freezing cold, or toxic chemicals), at first it will exhibit the hallmarks of the acute stress response—it will try to escape, and stress hormones will pause bodily functions. But after just two minutes of no relief from this inescapable stressor, nematodes do something surprising: they give up. The worm stops moving; it stops trying to escape and just lies there. This surprising behavior is, in fact, quite clever: spending energy escaping is worth the cost only if the stimulus is in fact escapable. Otherwise, the worm is more likely to survive if it conserves energy by waiting. Evolution embedded an ancient biochemical failsafe to ensure that an organism did not waste energy trying to escape something that was inescapable; this failsafe was the early seed of chronic stress and depression.

Any consistent, inescapable, or repeating negative stimuli, such as constant pain or prolonged starvation, will shift a nematode brain into a state of chronic stress. Chronic stress isn’t all that different from acute stress; stress hormones and opioids remain elevated, chronically inhibiting digestion, immune response, appetite, and reproduction. But chronic stress differs from acute stress in at least one important way: it turns off arousal [energy] and motivation … [by] activating serotonin. At first glance, this makes no sense: serotonin was supposed to be the satiation and good-feels chemical. But consider the main effect of serotonin: it turns off valence [pleasure and pain] neuron responses and lowers arousal. If you add this to the soup of stress hormones, you get a bizarre yet unfortunately familiar state—numbness. This is, perhaps, the most primitive form of depression, … [which] dulls pain and renders even the most exciting stimuli entirely unmotivating.

…

[Numbness] in animals like nematodes seems to be a trick to preserve energy in the presence of inescapable stressors. Animals no longer respond to stressors, good food smells, or nearby mates. In humans, this ancient system robs its sufferers of the ability to experience pleasure and motivation. This is the blah or blues of depression. And like all affective states, chronic stress persists after the negative stimuli have gone away. Such learned helplessness, where animals stop trying to escape from negatively valenced stimuli, is seen even in … cockroaches, slugs, and fruit flies.

We have invented drugs that hack these ancient systems. The euphoria provided by natural opioids is meant to be reserved for that brief period after a near-death experience. But humans can now indiscriminately trigger this state with nothing more than a pill. This creates a problem. Repeatedly flooding the brain with opioids creates a state of chronic stress when the drug wears off—adaptation is unavoidable. This then traps opioid users in a vicious cycle of relief, adaptation, chronic stress requiring more drugs to get back to baseline, which causes more adaptation and thereby more chronic stress.” [ref]

Chronic stress from any source, not only stressful sign-tracking, causes depression. Yet I mention this link here because it is necessary to explain much of the toxicity of sign-tracking. The stress of sign-tracking alone can explain why phone-addicted Zoomers have anxiety disorders, but at first glance it seems surprising that they would also suffer from depression, especially since anxiety and depression at first seem to be opposites. The link between chronic stress and depression completes the causal chain: phone-addiction is sign-tracking causes chronic stress causes depression. Stress, the relieving end of stress, and depression all reduce libido, so a generation of phone-addicts will also have low fertility.

Compared to goal-trackers, sign-trackers show increased blood flow to a certain brain area. Compared to healthy controls, depressed people show increased blood flow to the same brain area, and getting an injury there cures depression. Sometimes surgeons will intentionally lobotomize that area as a last-resort treatment for extremely resistant cases of depression. This neurological evidence strengthens the case that sign-tracking causes depression.

Linking sign-tracking through chronic stress to depression can also help us explain why hedonistic rockstars keep killing themselves. Rockstars are over their heads in approval and attention, extremely rewarding reinforced conditioners. The surplus of adoration leads not to lasting happiness, but merely reinforces the lust for approval, triggering a cycle of insecurity and anxiety. The resulting stress predisposes rockstars to form a habit from any drug that they try, leading to drug addictions that compound anxiety into chronic stress, depression and eventually suicide. The last word in this section is from the foremost philospher of ennui, Søren Kierkegaard:

“I have just now come from a party where I was its life and soul; witticisms streamed from my lips, everyone laughed and admired me, but I went away-yes, the dash should be as long as the radius of the earth's orbit———————————and wanted to shoot myself.”

Sign-tracking is Pointless

The cyclical nature of sign-tracking is best demonstrated by brain imaging studies of people viewing pornography or getting blow jobs. When men are viewing porn, the usual brain regions that receive increased blood flow for craving anything else also receive increased blood flow. This is the wanting phase of the craving cycle. For both men and women, when getting blow jobs, a subset of the craving network shows increased blood flow, and stress hormones are also released during this stage, just slightly different ones than for wanting. This is the liking stage of the craving cycle. For both men and women, during orgasm all of the brain regions in the craving network receive decreased blood flow, and no stress hormones are released. This is the satisfaction stage of the craving cycle.

A similar cycle happens for foraging rats. During the wanting stage they need to decide which objects are food and which objects are predators so they can avoid the predators and approach the food. During the liking stage, rats put the food in their mouths and they need to decide whether spit it out or to swallow it. Then during the satisfaction stage they’re full and it’s time to take a nap and digest that tasty meal.

Self-help bloggers usually explain how wanting leaves us on an endless hedonic treadmill and so the secret to happiness is to like things more. That can't be true because otherwise you could just solve all of philosophy and religion by taking semaglutide (Ozempic).  The bigger problem is that we know from brain imaging studies of the sexual cycle that liking is distinct from subjective pleasure. Orgasmic bliss not only occurs at a different time than liking and wanting, but the craving network of brain regions active during both liking and wanting are specifically deactivated during orgasm, and so cannot be responsible for subjective pleasure.

This same causal principle is confirmed by giving cocaine addicts a hit while they're in a brain scanner. Cocaine directly hacks the brain chemicals that encode liking and wanting and so cocaine doesn't follow the usual pattern of the craving cycle that we've been discussing, but there's still a clear separation between the self-reported high versus self-reported craving. The high comes quite quickly after addicts take a hit and only lasts for a few minutes, while the brain regions in the craving network that subserve liking and wanting are active evenly and continuously for at least half an hour after addicts take a hit.

All this formal experimental work aligns with anecdata. I usually drink a cup of coffee when I wake up, and so waking up is a situation that I have associated with coffee. This morning when I woke up I immediately started to want coffee. After I had brewed a cup and had taken the first sip I tasted the coffee and had to decide whether to spit it out or to swallow it. Fortunately I liked the taste of the coffee and decided to swallow it. After the cup was finished then I was satisfied and had no particular liking or wanting related to coffee. For the next hour or so I had a pleasant tingling sensation. Later in the day the pleasant tingling sensation had faded, but I still had no particular wanting for coffee, which shows how subjective pleasure is different than satisfaction. That is an important caveat to note because, for example, depressed people don't want anything yet are miserable. Merely the absence of wants does not guarantee happiness.

A lot of people wrongly model this using needs, starting from basic physical needs such as food and water and then abstracting from there. The idea is that you have a physical need for a certain amount of water and then once you get that amount of water then you're not thirsty anymore and then you're satisfied and happy. In this wrong model, more abstract things work the same way. Allegedly you need a certain amount of appreciation or self-actualization or whatever and then when these needs are fulfilled then you'll be happy. This is especially used to critique sexual norms by claiming that you have certain level of sexual activity that's healthy and normal and if you reach this level then you'll be happy.

The needs model might actually be true for simple homeostasis requirements like water and caloric intake. But these homeostatic desires are extended through sign-tracking and so they actually are a loop. The more you indulge them the more you reinforce the incentive value of the conditioned reinforcers and the more desire and stress you have. This is similar to a protection racket because paying the mafia makes the problem go away temporarily but if the mafia didn't exist in the first place then you could be safe without even having to pay them. In just the same way, if you didn't think about sex at all or see any signs associated with sex, then you wouldn't have sexual desire and you wouldn't need sex in order satisfy your desires. The same goes for nearly of the conditioned reinforcers that plague our lives.

Average people have many signs attached to food and drink that make them pointless in the same way as purely symbolic desires. You desire particular comfort foods that you ate when you were a child, and like or dislike different flavors and textures based on what associations you have with them. When you go to a restaurant, you don't merely seek vitamins and calories but the restaurant claims association with some ethnic cooking style and you have sign-tracking deriving from the symbolic ethnic information accompanying the food. If instead you eat in, then you'll have to go grocery shopping and you will have to choose between different brands associated with smiling people. You'll have to choose between healthy and ecological food that's associated with girliness and left-wing politics versus American meat that's associated with manliness and right-wing politics. Although you can become full after a meal and the physical aspect of eating narrowly fits into the needs model, food and drink have a lot of symbolic aspects which fit more into the idea of an endless cycle of craving. Sign-tracking for food-related signs can cause obesity when it goes to a pathological extreme, and is stressful and pointless even in moderation.

Sign-tracking is Deceptive

One of the most evil things about sign-tracking is that it’s hard to reason your way out of it because you actually like the signs that you’re tracking. Remember from earlier, there is a study where children liked the soda brand that was associated with smiling faces. To understand the neural mechanisms of this, researchers use a Matrix-like experimental set up. They surgically install tubes from electric pumps through the back of a rat’s head directly into its mouth so that a computer can programatically feed it different flavors. This is a Matrix from the nightmares of BF Skinner, and so obviously you’ll have one tube of rewarding sucrose solution, and another tube for punishment with highly concentrated saline. Further, the rat’s brain is a pin cushion for electrodes which can measure the electrical activity of just a handful of neurons at a time, much more precisely than fMRI studies which can only measure entire brain regions. Using this setup, researchers associate a first neutral flavor with sugar water and a second neutral flavor with saline. Then they present the neutral flavors in isolation and compare the resulting electrical activity to the activity that resulted from actual sugar and salt. Throughout many areas of the craving network, the electrical activity from tasting a flavor that's associated with sugar or salt is the same as the activity from sugar or salt. The rats liked the sugar-associated flavor just as they liked sugar, and disliked the salt-associated flavor just as they disliked salt. When researchers injected the rats with a chemical that depletes salt from the rats’ blood, then they craved salt and suddenly started to like the salt-associated neutral flavor. Just to make the experiment even more dystopian, the researchers killed the rats, liquified samples of brain tissue, and confirmed that patterns of gene expression were similar between sugar-association and salt-association versus sugar and salt. Someone should make a movie where computers harvest our brains to get data.

Rats value the sign in the same way as the goal, and this is also apparent in anecdata from humans. Imagine someone who enjoys the smell of red wine because they’re used to getting tipsy on it. Then one night, they overdo it and puke. They will suddenly find the smell of red wine unpleasant, because now they no longer like red wine.

Smokers begin to like the stink of cigarettes after their smoking habit has gotten going. Italians drink espresso with dessert after meals, and come to like the bitter espresso. If you want to train your child to eat vegetables, try presenting the vegetables in an extremely sweet preparation that your kid likes. Over many meals, gradually reduce the amount of sugar while  ensuring that your kid still likes it, until eventually all the sugar is gone and your kid will still like the sweet-associated vegetables, even if they don't actually have any sugar in them anymore.

The ancient Greeks viewed reason and emotion as separate processes, using the metaphor of a charioteer: reason is the driver who has to control the horses that represent our unruly emotions. The same basic intuition has persisted for centuries: the story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde portrays the emotional Mr. Hyde as totally separate from the rational Dr. Jekyll. However, in reality, people like things that they are emotionally attached to, and confabulate reasons why those things are good. Even though sign-tracking is stressful and pointless, we do not have a firewalled reasoning system that we can use to control it. Instead, sign-tracking actually changes the values that we use as the basis of our reasoning. Our most well-thought out schemes are usually in the service of approval, money, or some other reinforced conditioner.

Remember the apocryphal story of Phineas Gage who accidentally got a metal rod through his orbitofrontal cortex, a node of the craving network. He famously became more impulsive. The story clearly demonstrates how we don't have a firewalled reasoning and control process, but rather a single collection of values that contains both better-socialized values we label as self-control and antisocial values we label as animal desire. Although Phineas Gage has become something of a Biblical tale for neuroscience, the moral of the story is well supported by recent work by Antonio Damasio and others who have more rigorously studied patients with damaged orbitofrontal cortices. They have confirmed that such patients indeed have terrible judgment.

All of this makes it extremely hard to talk to people about sign-tracking, because people truly like the signs that they track.

Materialist Virtue Ethics

In a university psychology department, somewhere in the world, a trained rat in a cage is chewing a lever and never getting full. The worst part is that it likes it. That's a metaphor for life bleak enough to make Sartre despair. There is an escape, though. Since sign-tracking is stresful, pointless and deceptive, goal-tracking more often will make us easygoing, purposeful, and wise. To goal-track more and become a better person, we  need skeptical inquiry into the incentive values attached to objects by sign-tracking. Suspecting the values instilled in us by propagandists and marketers allows us to articulate a virtue ethics grounded in scientific skepticism. It gives us a precise language to explain why more rewards make us less happy and to justify self-restraint of our own surplus enjoyment.

Sign-tracking sucks; zero out of five stars; do not recommend.




Silo, Seasons 1 & 2: Tiananmen Square

The death of a famous, reformist Chinese politician, in early 1989, led to a series of regime-approved student rallies in his honor. The most important of these rallies took place in Tiananmen Square, the huge, symbolical center of Beijing just outside of the old imperial palace (by then a museum for decades), also fairly close to Zhongnanhai, the Chinese White House.

Various chants in favor of reform broke out during these rallies, and many students stayed in Tiananmen for long discussions about Chinese social and political issues, mingling and smoking and general carousing. As the regime watched warily, a student encampment was slowly set up in the square where, by April, a handmade Statue of Liberty had been erected. Thousands of students were permanently in place in Tiananmen, on a rotating basis, while hundreds of thousands of people regularly marched in their support around the square.

My mother-in-law, then a young mother in her early forties, took part in some of these marches, together with fellow schoolteachers who carried banners in support of political reforms. My now-wife, at the age of thirteen, marched with her schoolmates under the direction of their own teachers. Policemen, welders, laborers, accountants, actors: all marched expressing their approval of the student movement.

The Chinese Communist Party was horrified. Communist regimes were collapsing across Europe and were almost gone already in places like Poland. The Soviet fringes, places like the Baltic states, Armenia and Azerbaijan, were in open rebellion over various issues including ethnic score-settling.

Like every other anti-Communist movement, the one in Beijing had started with concrete, moderate requests that the Party had looked into. High party officials had met with the students, even been berated by them publicly. But the students refused to leave the square, and the scale of their demands kept growing: by May, they were openly calling for free and fair elections, and some were vowing to stay in the square until the Communist Party accepted to relinquish the control of the Chinese state it had kept – through thick and thin, through massacres and famines and vendettas and purges and endless own goals – since 1949.

It was at that point, in the night between June 3 and June 4, 1989, that the Chinese regime sent the army to Tiananmen, and blocked the masses’ way out of the Silo.

                                                                              \*


Silo was originally a series of novels about a huge, multi-generational underground bunker where 10,000 people remain holed up for centuries after some sort of catastrophe, evidently a nuclear war, made the Earth’s surface uninhabitable, allegedly. I haven’t read the novels so I can follow the story on TV with my wife and my younger son, a huge sci-fi fan who loves the series.

Netflix released Season 1 in 2023. In that first season, we saw how an increasingly large number of people were growing sick of the social control imposed on their lives by the Silo leadership and tired with their impoverished lives in stinky narrow corridors and rooms filled with 1970s technology much like that in the Beijing apartment where my wife grew up.

By the time the first season starts, a lot of people are disenchanted with The Pact, a book where the rules for life and social organization in the Silo are written, a sort of constitution for the refuge and one that resembles nothing like Mao Zedong’s Little Red Book, Communist China’s most famous document.

It’s clear that the Silo’s leadership is venal, corrupt and murderous, and that trickery and manipulation are everywhere: from the way in which couples are selected to have how many kids under a one-child policy like the one that almost forced my parents in law to abort my wife before she was born (the Silo can’t hold over 10,000 people without seriously straining its limited resources)  to the allocation of jobs to how the ramshackle justice system operates.

In the series’ very first episode (I’m sorry but this has to be filled with spoilers) the wife of the Silo’s sheriff manages to get herself expelled. This is easy: according to The Pact, all you need to get that is to state your willingness to leave the Silo.

When she does, she’s given a suit that – allegedly – will help her survive the radiation outside, and cleaning material: once she’s out of the airlock, watched by hundreds of anxious people through their only window to the outside, one at the cafeteria at the Silo’s upper level, she does clean the window to improve the outside view. Everybody claps in the polite Chinese style, as this is one of the Silo’s hallowed traditions. The outcast then walks a few steps away from the airlock, up a scrubby hill in an apocalyptic landscape, and then collapses in full view of everybody – like everybody else who dared to get out ever did.

The rest of the season is dominated by a character named Juliette Nichols: a can-do lady with mechanical aptitudes in the Alien’s Ripley tradition, she’s the daughter of the Silo’s corrupted head doctor, but she prefers life with the lowest class in the Silo, those surviving at the bottom levels while working on the machinery that keeps the Silo’s critical systems, including air purification and water distribution, going.

Eventually, Juliette gets her hands on various “relics” from the pre-nukes past, including a hard drive that few even suspect the function of, and becomes convinced that the Silo leadership is lying to everybody, that the cafeteria display is manipulated, and that the surface is again habitable: all they have to do is force their way out of their subterranean dystopia. Her plot is foiled, and she’s pushed outside in a suit, alone: as she walks out, she can see the greenery through the visor of her helmet. End of Season 1.

                                                                                    \*


I’ve lived in China for several years, worked for the government (it’s a funny story, not a dark one) and visit the country on a regular basis. For years now, I’ve been telling people that nobody believes in Communism in China, least of all the regime itself; having been a correspondent who is married to the daughter of a diplomat, I’ve talked to top officials and important persons, and to upper-middle-class people, all of whom strike me as extremely Communism-agnostic, to say the least.

China still remains Communist in the sense that the Communist Party rules over what can be described as a fairly wild capitalist society, at least up to the very top of the income distribution, where tech bros, real estate tycoons and other billionaires are very closely watched by the nomenklatura.

This weird, profoundly hypocritical and corrupt regime has governed over what is the longest sustained period of prosperity in modern Chinese history. Literally hundreds of millions of people have been lifted from abject poverty and moved into the middle classes during my lifetime, particularly after the dreaded psychopathic founder of the Chinese regime, the Little Red Book’s guy Mao Zedong, died in 1976.

This has been no picnic: hundreds of thousands of dissidents and rebels have been tortured, murdered, purged or otherwise suppressed, all over the country, for multiple things from political agitation to ethno-separatism to membership in millenarian Buddhist cults that disapprove of the Party.

The huge Silo that Mao Zedong built in 1949 was one of the most dysfunctional societies ever created in history. And it was a deliberate creation: Mao Zedong’s “Little Red Book” is still widely sold in libraries if no longer a mandatory guide for life. Every oppressive institution and destructive policy was personally designed or at least approved for Mao. When he died in 1976, his successors were fully aware that they lived in such a shit palace that they spent the next decade-plus changing everything they could.

The Chinese Silo was much nicer by 1989, but still plenty oppressive. People in big cities had TVs, and some of luckiest ones had cars instead of bicycles. An uncle-in-law I remember fondly once told me of how, during the 1966-1976 Cultural Revolution, he listened to BBC International at night, even at the risk of his life, because he couldn’t take the BS anymore. In the 1970s, most Chinese working for the regime knew their beloved regime was an international laughingstock known for ugly people dressed in shabby blue clothes, and in the 1980s they understood perfectly well that they still were dismally poor compared with the West and prosperous Asian societies.

Like Juliette Nichols, most students who rioted in Tiananmen and refused to keep following The Pact were sons and daughters of this nomenklatura, youngsters from Beijing’s best colleges who were lining up for the next big thing, because they perceived the smell of rot coming out of Zhongnanhai, the Chinese White House. That’s a big reason why the regime was so extremely patient with the movement, and why they waited until the very last minute, when all other avenues to avoid catastrophe had been exhausted, to violently block the airlock.

                                                                                     \*


In Season 2 of Silo, Juliette quickly discovers that her visor is giving her a fictitious signal: there’s no greenery outside the airlock, but the wasteland everybody could see from the cafeteria. The Earth’s surface remains uninhabitable. As she wanders around waiting to die, she finds out that there are many other Silos around her and, in fact, the airlock for one of those is partly opened, and surrounded by thousands of bodies: those of the rebels who escaped their Silo, thinking they could survive on the surface, and found out that the Lie of The Pact was the horrible Truth.

In effect, Juliette has come across the ruins of the former Soviet Union, and the piles of corpses left behind by the triumph of the “democratization” process that did away with that state: here lie those killed in Armenia and Azerbaijan because of ethnic conflicts, here those killed in Central Asia as militant Islam made its way back to the likes of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, here the ever-growing heap of victims of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war.

Juliette eventually forces her way into that other Silo, where she comes across a few survivors living the life of misery, degradation and false hope that characterized democratic Russia in the 1990s. Back in her own Silo, a much more interesting story develops: as in 1989 China, the situation has been untenable for many, because many in the regime no longer believe the propaganda they keep spouting. Weakened from the inside, the regime is about to crumble when Juliette makes it back in the very last second before the airlock is opened and catastrophe ensues. She writes down her message in a piece of paper that she displays in front of the cafeteria window:

“The Party is shit, yes. It’s still better than the alternative.”




Simple Twist of Fate

The Goal

So I thought I’d do a little Dylan outreach, some very gentle proselytizing. I’m going to take a rather short and straightforward song, as Dylan songs go, and lay its majesty out before you.

I won’t be waxing lyrical myself. I won’t be talking about meter or melody or keys or chords. I won’t be referencing other songs or other artists. I will confine myself to the meaning of the words in this one song only, using the clearest, most direct language I can muster.

The song is Simple Twist of Fate. It’s about a one-night stand that gets a 5-star review from one of the parties and a 2-star review from the other.

The Song

To get you started, picture a man walking through a park at day’s end, deciding whether or not he should sit down next to a woman he sees alone on a bench he’s about to pass by - and maybe strike up a conversation. He tells himself there’s a scenario here in which he gets laid tonight, but he also knows how unlikely that is. He’s torn. Ah, what the hell. He sits down.

Verse 1


They sat together in the park

As the evening sky grew dark



So here they are, presumably on a park bench, as the song opens.


She looked at him and he felt a spark

Tingle to his bones



“He felt a spark tingle to his bones” is quintessential Dylan, and is not to be overlooked. You know exactly what he means by this, but you wouldn’t have said it that way yourself. The phrases that surface in the minds of mere mortals are pedestrian tropes, things like:  “she made his heart skip  a beat” or “she took his breath away” or “she hit him like a ton of bricks.” But with Dylan it’s a spark that tingles to the bone. Short, simple words rarely seen together - spark, tingle, bone - perfectly conjuring something we’re all familiar with - ”I’m seriously out of my league here!” - is at the root of the Dylan magic.


‘Twas then he felt alone

And wished that he’d gone straight

And watched out for a simple twist of fate



So the man is about to hook up with a woman who is clearly very desirable. And he knows she desires him, from that look. He should be absolutely pumped, and yet he feels alone - alone - and wishes he hadn’t sat down at all! But it’s too late now; the ride has begun. And as this metaphorical roller coaster pulls away from the platform, he’s being overwhelmed by a premonition that it will end badly for him.

Verse 2


They walked along by the old canal

A little confused, I remember well



Wait, what? I remember well? Who are you?

This “I” is the “he” in the story. Dylan’s narrator is signalling to us that although he’s telling the story in the third person - presumably to allow us to imagine ourselves more snugly in his shoes - it’s a first person story. He’s talking about what happened to himself. At the very end of the song he’ll drop the he/she shenanigans and get down to business by talking directly to us about his problems.


And stopped into a strange hotel

With a neon burning bright



Pretty straightforward. Can you see the brightness of the neon against a sky that has yet to go fully dark? Or maybe it has gone fully dark by now. Either way, it’s a strange hotel.


He felt the heat of the night

Hit him like a freight train

Movin’ with a simple twist of fate



As they used to say back when this was written, she rocked his world. Or you could say that the experience in the hotel with the woman was devastatingly satisfying for the man.

A minor side comment here. Note that Dylan has rhymed freight train with fate. He sings it like this: like a FREEEEEEEEEEIGHT train. The Doppler effect. You feel the train, the rhyme, and the orgasm all blow by.

Verse 3


A saxophone someplace far off played

As she was walkin’ on by the arcade



There’s been a change of scene. She’s no longer where we left her - at the strange hotel with the man. Don’t tell me she left while he was sleeping???

It seems like she’s now outside, where she can hear a saxophone playing in the distance, a pretty rare experience, no? When’s the last time you heard a (solo) sax being played (well) outdoors? Whenever you do hear one, though, the feeling you get is almost always one of melancholy, some pervasive sense of sadness. In the next line we’ll learn that it’s very early morning, making it even more haunting. Distant saxophone sadness at dawn. I bet she did leave him sleeping.

And she’s walking by an arcade? Why an arcade? It was chosen to reflect her view of the night before: just fun and games. If you think I’m reaching for that interpretation, you’ll see in just a bit that I’m not.


As the light bust through a beat up shade

Where he was wakin’ up



She did sneak out on him!!! I knew it. And now we know she left before sunrise.


She dropped a coin into the cup

Of a blind man at the gate



A second, indirect reference to her opinion of the happenings of the previous night. It couldn’t be any clearer. It was a charity fuck.

And forgot about a simple twist of fate

She has already forgotten the previous night by virtue of her inability now to think back on it without prompting, which she will not get. The night simply did not rise to the level of worthiness for future reflection. It has instead been placed in her memory’s trash bin, which will soon be emptied. To her, last night was a nothingburger.



This third verse, taken altogether, is pure Hollywood. The juxtaposition of the scenes of him waking up and her dropping the coin into the cup? And it all gets kicked off with A saxophone someplace far off played, which is, quite clearly, scene direction—in the past tense.

Verse 4


He woke up, the room was bare

He didn’t see her anywhere

He told himself he didn’t care

Pushed the window open wide

Felt an emptiness inside

To which he just could not relate

Brought on by a simple twist of fate



No need to go line by line here, it’s all pretty straightforward. I do love the pushing open wide of the window. It’s just what you would do if you were in a movie. And we’d already been introduced to the beat-up shade on that window, so the window was already in the scene.

But the bottom line here is that he too wants to forget the previous night. But he won’t be able to.

Verse 5

He hears the ticking of the clocks

My favorite line in the song. I have my own “ticking of the clocks” story. Once in high school I was fetched out of class and escorted down to the vice principal’s office, the dreaded den of a large and gruff one-armed man responsible for discipline at the school. He wasn’t there. They sat me in his office, told me to wait, and shut the door behind them. I heard the ticking of the clocks.

You only hear clocks ticking when you’re inside, alone and stock still: quiet body, quiet mind, quiet surroundings. You’re not just alone, you’re profoundly alone, detached even from your own thoughts.

Who but Dylan writes that lyric - he hears the ticking of the clocks - to describe a man who has been cast down into abject loneliness due to a recent brush with its opposite? And could it possibly be done more succinctly?

I suppose you could say that it merely means he’s keenly aware of the time going by, that he’s concerned about getting old or missing his chance to redeem himself? Meh.

And walks along with a parrot that talks

You’re free to see and hear the parrot if you like, but I don’t think there’s a parrot. Do you remember the prior instance of him walking along? By the old canal? He was with the woman then. But now he’s alone and has only himself to talk to - if he wants to drown out the ticking of the clocks, that is.

If there is a parrot, it only serves to speak to the man’s general cluelessness. Everybody knows a puppy (or two) is the correct animal for the job at hand. (He’s gone looking for the woman, as you will see next.) Unless, of course, there had been some sort of kinky parrot pillowtalk the night before??? An unlikely interpretation, to say the least.

Hunts her down by the waterfront docks

This is a bit unexpected. He actually tracks her down. But by the waterfront docks? Where did they come from? We’re by a large body of water? I guess there was a canal, wasn’t there? But is Dylan throwing away half a line here? Scenic filler? No. Never. He’s setting us up for a giant thwack on the funny bone.


Where the sailors all come in

Maybe she’ll pick him out again



So let’s review. She’s already picked him out once and been severely unimpressed. And now she’s positioned herself where boatloads of horny sailors are disembarking, and he’s hoping to be picked out again???

(The parrot, by the way, is now back in play! It so nicely fits with the sailor theme, don’t you think? Maybe she made him pretend he was a sailor! Only Bob would know.)


How long must he wait

One more time for a simple twist of fate



F_orever_, most likely, is how long he’ll have to wait. Parrot or no parrot.

Final Verse


People tell me it’s a sin

To know and feel too much within



His buddies are all telling him, “Dude, you gotta stop obsessing over this chick. It’s time to MOVE ON.”

Note also that, as promised, he’s now talking as himself. He’s no longer “he”, he’s “me”.

I still believe she was my twin

But he can’t move on. She was the one. The others can’t compare.

But I lost the ring

He couldn’t close the deal. He lost the engagement ring. Not a literal engagement ring, but rather a spiritual one–his chance to win this woman’s heart. How did he lose the ring, you ask?


She was born in spring

But I was born too late



By being too young, too immature.

Blame it on a simple twist of fate

And here’s the simple twist of irony.

Let’s assume there’s a perfect “twin” out there somewhere for each of us. Given the number of people in the world, what are the chances of you meeting your perfect twin while strolling through a park and then immediately proceeding to have great sex with them? Pretty darn low, you’d have to say.

But now let’s grant that you do meet them and you do have sex with them. What are the chances they're the right age for a long term relationship??? Pretty darn high, but not guaranteed.

So, in this final line of the song, according to me, Dylan’s referring to a second twist of fate. The first twist was the tremendous luck that brought them together at all. The second twist, buried inside the first, is the tiny misfortune that keeps them apart: a slight age difference.

Alternate Final Verse

Not buyin’ that slight age difference explanation, are ya? Well, I have one further piece of evidence to introduce before you make your final ruling. There’s an alternate closing verse to this song.


People tell me it’s a crime

To feel too much at any one time

She should’ve caught me in my prime

She would have stayed with me

Instead of going off to sea

And leavin’ me to meditate

Upon that simple twist of fate



I think that “She should’ve caught me in my prime” seals the deal, don’t you?

Dylan loves to reimagine his songs, lyrically and musically. And we never know why. Does he like the new versions better, or is he just sick and tired of the old ways of singing them? Your guess is as good as mine. But I can’t help but wonder if he thought the first version of the final verse in Simple Twist of Fate was a bit too abstruse, with its lost ring and embedded twists of fate. In this second version, he abandons them and has the woman vacate the premises altogether, maybe with one of the sailors. And possibly a parrot.

The Wish

What you’ve just read (and thank you for doing it) is, of course, my personal opinion, which means it could be totally wrong. But that’s the whole beauty of it. A great songwriter presents us an entire short film with just a handful of still frames. Each frame, carefully crafted, is a double-edged sword: it strikes deeply but vaguely, and in that vagueness lies room for interpretation.

To me, Simple Twist of Fate is a reflection on the random vagaries that shape our modern lives. You meet so few people in a lifetime (given the vast numbers out there who could be met), and yet, if you’re going to have a life partner, you need to pick one from among your tiny sampling before they’re all gone! The sad truth is that, when you strip away the romance, we’re settling for least-incompatible-with. So, which is worse, never having your perfect partner cross your path or having them cross it, only to reject you?

Simple twist of fate. If I’ve done my job well, you should now see how those four words, in that order, could only be the title of a Dylan song.

You lucky dog. You’re alive in Dylan’s time. You speak his English. No endless bogs of annotations to wade through. May you make the most of it, my friend.

The (Uninterrupted) Lyrics

They sat together in the park

As the evening sky grew dark

She looked at him and he felt a spark tingle to his bones

’Twas then he felt alone and wished that he’d gone straight

And watched out for a simple twist of fate

They walked along by the old canal

A little confused, I remember well

And stopped into a strange hotel with a neon burnin’ bright

He felt the heat of the night hit him like a freight train

Moving with a simple twist of fate

A saxophone someplace far off played

As she was walkin’ by the arcade

As the light bust through a beat-up shade where he was wakin’ up,

She dropped a coin into the cup of a blind man at the gate

And forgot about a simple twist of fate

He woke up, the room was bare

He didn’t see her anywhere

He told himself he didn’t care, pushed the window open wide

Felt an emptiness inside to which he just could not relate

Brought on by a simple twist of fate

He hears the ticking of the clocks

And walks along with a parrot that talks

Hunts her down by the waterfront docks where the sailors all come in

Maybe she’ll pick him out again, how long must he wait

Once more for a simple twist of fate

People tell me it’s a sin

To know and feel too much within

I still believe she was my twin, but I lost the ring

She was born in spring, but I was born too late

Blame it on a simple twist of fate




Skibidi Toilet

(Formatting note: recommend replacing the standalone URLs with video embeds if this ends up on the blog. Thanks!)

Art has died and been reborn a thousand times now. Join me at its graveside once again. Let us speak a few words for what once was. Let us imagine the inconceivable and hollow future ahead without it. If you weep, I will pass you my handkerchief. And let us all pretend to be surprised once more when it bursts out of its coffin, on fire, and singing.

Do you know what song it sings this time? I think you do.

skibidi toilet https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tzD9OxAHtzU&list=PL2t1-6geETed0eZs93FRqp2jKrJC3lxFS&index=1

Skibidi Toilet is a wildly popular animated video series. Particularly, it is popular among the youth. Most millennials-and-above I’ve talked to go glass-eyed when its name is invoked. Their souls momentarily leave their bodies, but float back down again in short order. “Why?” they ask, laughing. “Why would you watch that?”

And it’s not completely naive. There’s always been vapid absurd art popular, among kids and wise adults remember and know this. On the internet, it’s stick figure fights and zombocom. Saladfingers and Badger Badger Mushroom. Baby Shark and those weird Spiderman Finger Family Dancing Elsa Learn Colors videos.

Skibidi Toilet is different from all of those. Skibidi Toilet is, like, actually okay.

At time of writing, the series stands at 26 seasons and 78 total episodes – but most of the episodes are under a minute long, so it’s only 2.5 hours total. Created by DaFuq!?Boom!, AKA Alexey Gerasimov, Skibidi Toilet is a serial narrative about the unfolding conflict between two groups: the Skibidi Toilets, which are human heads that come out of toilets, and what I think of as the AV Army – humanoid figures with cameras, speakers, televisions, and so on for heads.

The AV Army is completely nonverbal. The Skibidi Toilets sing, but only the one song, incessantly. There is extremely little verbal or written language throughout the series. Even “skibidi” is a nonsense scat word. (It’s been speculated that this has to do with why the show has been so popular with children, and with international audiences. Is that true? I don’t know, maybe.)

Yes, obviously the toilets can move. You cannot even begin to fathom what these toilets are capable of.



Looking at Skibidi Toilet for the first time, you might think it was made in a janky 3D engine. And you’re partially right. What you might not realize is that it’s made in Source Filmmaker, a 3D engine developed by Valve in 2012 to make animations with video game assets. You might not realize that the series is littered with video game assets and models from games like Half Life and Counter-Strike, and that it was inspired by animations done with Garry’s Mod.

Source Filmmaker is the logical extension of machinima, e.g., movies shot in video games. While Source Filmmaker is definitively a piece of animation software that happens to run on game assets, machinima even in “real” games is a rich genre. Consider Emesis Blue, a psychological action thriller made and set in the world of Team Fortress 2; Whitepine, a sensitive and artistic period drama/mystery made in Minecraft; and of course, the award-winning documentary Grand Theft Hamlet__.

Historically, these all stem from an interesting question: Why would you want to watch someone else play a video game?

A brief history of machinima

This makes more sense then you might think. I think for a lot of us, our first memories of video games were watching someone else play it. Friends. An older sibling. Waiting for your turn on the controller, or handing over the reins to your sibling to see if they can do the hard part for you, or just watching – natural and enchanting to watch someone else play.

You get to see the visuals. If there’s a story, you still get to experience the story. If they’re good at it, it becomes like watching sport. Earliest preserved game footage – not games, videos of people playing games preserved for reasons other than technical demos of the game itself – are of PVP combat or speedruns, e.g., skills.

But even decades ago, people became interested in games as artistic medium. Telling stories about things that might have happened in the game, but then really getting wacky with it, just using the game as artistic expression.

I think it’s interesting to note different levels of storytelling in this process, all of which are still widespread:

There’s the narrative a game has in the first place. You’re there to rescue the princess, you’re there to slay the princess, whatever. As a viewer, you might have the added narrative layer of the player learning about or reacting to the story, but the root story is the one the game is designed to tell.

Then there are stories invented by the players that still operate under the game’s world and logic.

Then there’s the full abandonment of the game mechanic aside from as stage. Garry’s Mod can be used to make games and is designed to open up this end of the spectrum, and Source Filmmaker completely departs from the game premise – Skibidi Toilet takes place far on this end of the spectrum, maybe even off of it.

Skibidi Toilet remembers its heritage in video games – the first-person camera angles, the fact that they’re literally shot from a person’s head perspective, guns and weapons in arms akimbo at the side of the screen, enemies bearing down on the POV – these are all familiar video game features. Later, there are HUD overlays. It does not occur to you at first to wonder why you’re seeing it this way.

But Skibidi Toilet has a lot up its titanic sleeves.



The first smoldering clue that this series has something really interesting going on, over the first dozen or so episodes – which is to say, the first few minutes – is the dawning realization that the camera is always diagetic. Every single shot has a camerahead behind it, filming.

With this realization, some of the more inexplicable elements suddenly make sense. The toilets are always lunging straight for the camera because he is an enemy.

Do you need arms to have an arms race?

It’s possible you’re wondering: okay, so that’s the basic plot, but what is Skibidi Toilet, like, about? Does it have themes?

I’m so glad you asked. Skibidi Toilet is about technological escalation during warfare.

The nature of the conflict changes dramatically over the course of the series.

Skibidi Toilet is breathtakingly internally consistent about who has what capacity and when.

For instance, perhaps the first technology we see change hands is size. From very early on (even in the first few otherwise dubiously-relevant episodes), we see that there are small toilets and large toilets. There are a few plattoons of regular-sized toilets lead by one very big toilet, maybe up to many stories high.

And yet, all of the AV Army we see at first are about human-sized. When the first large camerahead appears, it’s maybe twice as tall as a human, kind of a buff Bigfoot creature. Strong, but not a game-changer. The introduction in Episode 18 of an actual many-stories-tall AV kaiju – pardon me, I’m being told by the loyal soldiers of the Skibidi Toilet Wiki that they’re called “titans” – deeply transforms the battle. By the very next episode, we see cameraheads relaxing while the titan does its work fighting, and into the future, cameraheads seem to go from constantly afraid to living more of a relaxed lifestyle on the winning side. Titans remain a crucial tactic for the rest of the series.

The titans also become the first of a trend of recurring characters, which I suppose makes sense – a few titans are presumably substantial investments. (Obviously, we never get any idea where or how new technologies are invented, or how any of these soldiers are born or created, or where resources come from. It’s not ratfic, it’s Skibidi Toilet. Relax.)

Not all advancements are especially useful. We first see a camera on gangly metal crab-legs in Episode 12, alongside an advancing camera army. It’s a few episodes later when we see toilets on crab legs. The advantage of this is unclear – the toilets already move, and maybe that’s why this doesn’t confer a strong advantage. We see some toilets on crab legs afterwards (maybe they’re going a little faster?), but they’re not uniformly better.

As goes war. Unpowered military gliders offer some unique advantages, like fuel efficiency, deploying troops together rather than dispersed as if landing by parachutes, and being unconstrained by certain aircraft treaties, and multiple countries developed them in World War II. But gliders are not an important part of any military strategy today – they’re just not as good as planes and parachutes and so forth. We tried them out, we went back – the technology is still around, it’s just not optimal. That’s what I see the situation with the crab legs to be.

Far more impactful is the mind-control-parasite strategy. I think this might have been inspired by the AV army’s use of a camera with a toilet base in Episode 16, but it’s the Skibidi Toilets that pioneer the technology: infiltrating a large AV warrior by using a smaller-than-life toilet, living inside the host’s body. (Helpfully indicated to the viewer with crackling lines of electricity around the head of the infected.) The AV Army later develops a crude variation, in which human-sized cameraheads hijack a toilet Titan, but it’s not quite the same. The hijacking of powerful AV titans remains a useful Toilet strategy for the rest of the series.

The AV Army, in response, looks for solutions elsewhere – they invent sound weapons that play the THX riff, disabling both regular toilets and parasitic toilets inside hosts. They also produce a TV-headed woman who teleports, introducing who I believe is the first of the non-titan recurring characters. Interestingly, I think only her or maybe a very small number of other AV warriors can teleport – admittedly breaking the “technological development” pattern, because you would think that if she could do it, others could be taught the skill. They’re all mechanical, right?

This is actually kind of confirmed in the universe – we see AV people both large and small being “repaired” with mechanical tools rather than bandaged by doctors. So maybe there’s some story there, or maybe not. I don’t know. I didn’t check.

Either way, the progression is tightly adhered to, and this is only a tiny smattering of the developments. Weapons and strategies and body forms of both sides expand and diversify over the series. The Toilets even produce some true body horror combatants with the body of a camerahead and the head of a Skibidi Toilet, if you can even imagine.

At one point, an AV warrior’s arm is ripped off on the battlefield. It detaches an arm from a nearby dead toilet construct and just attaches it onto itself, where it starts working right away. Insofar as Skibidi Toilet has worldbuilding_,_ I think this moment is crucial – it shows the depths to which these two seemingly disparate species are innately interoperable, and goes a long way to explaining the rapid pace of the (to to speak) arms race throughout the series.

This rapid technological exchange has the obvious Doylistic interpretation: it’s more exciting to show people something they haven’t seen before, and the creator gets new ideas the longer the series runs. Also, the entire series is built on “blending components of 3D models together” – see human toilets, cameraheads. But the attention to detail and consistency? That has to be intentional. Watsonianly, this is a story of two powerful biomechanical species in a technological arms race.

There are a few weapons that emerge later that don’t feel like they follow this pattern, except for in a metatextual way. As the series matures, its aesthetics mature too. I think the artistic high point of this is when we see an AV army champion, facing a toilet squadron, wield a pair of plungers like swords. As far as I recall, we never saw any plungers before this, but it feels, instinctively, like an older and more disciplined form of warfare. We know in our bones that this plunger camera is cool. A real smooth operator.

But down the line, there are just knives. Before this, we saw toilets die to two things: flushing the head, and sort of generically in explosions. But by episode 50 or so, an AV Army guy just stabs a toilet in the head, with a knife. There’s blood (albeit in a 2012-video-game particle-effect-cloud kind of way). In addition to the space-age ray guns or directed sound weapons, realistic guns enter play around this time.

The psychological effect of this is jarring. You are reminded that DaFuq!?Boom! is not under the thumb of any major American television network. I think it’s an interesting artistic choice, but I’m still not sure what to make of it.



Oh, and other hallmarks of war are all over the series. In Episode 21, two cameraheads apparently interrogate a captured toilet in a dark room regarding the location (or… something) about a particular recurring Toilet Titan (this one has the head of the G-man from Half Life. He is called the G-Toilet, according to the Skibidi Toilet Wiki. I mostly didn’t refer to outside information, since I think personal interpretation is part of the fun of such a surreal piece of art, but a friend pointed out that the model is recognizable if you’ve played Half Life, which I haven’t, and I reluctantly admit that “G-Toilet” is a better name than the one I’d come up with, which was “Titan Toilet Richard Nixon.”) Anyway, that’s fucked up, right?

skibidi toilet 21

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8HnRi6VOKCc

Two cameramen torture a toilet for information about the Titan Toilet Boss. Or something.

And we see the cameramen, in their new hegemony, hound and beat single toilets (who they now outnumber.) They patrol the streets but in a relaxed, this-is-just-my-day-job way. They sit on the empty husks of defeated enemy toilets.

Even in the later episodes, when the apparent primary drivers of the action are huge familiar titans, Skibidi Toilet never quite forgets the little guy.  After one brutal toilet attack, the POV camerahead is injured and we see its vision black out… but reawaken, moments later, in an AV hospital ward. There are medical personnel and cameraheads in wheelchairs. We’ve seen titans being repaired but we’ve never seen regular cameraheads being repaired. This too reinforces that the tide is turning in the AV Army’s favor – that it’s now possible to give care and repair to the previously-disposable footsoldiers.

(Does being on the winning side of a war mean regaining your ability to exercise your humanity? Discuss.)

I think my favorite episode is 58, after the toilets have taken the lead.

skibidi toilet 58

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qmvDrQoLz8g

It features a late-stage-Skibidi Toilet-typical battle involving both smaller combatants and titans. who look cool, and do cool stunts. At the start of the episode, large bladed toilet drives by with a camerahead impaled on one of its sword-arms. (At first, this seems unreasonably cruel, but remember we’ve also seen the AV Army sitting on the husks of dead toilets – is this really any different?)

Anyway, the episode refers back to – almost centering – these three little identical regular cameraheads, clinging to a streetlamp amid the chaos. We’ll never get to know them as individuals. We’ll never even know if we’ve seen them again after this episode. But we are given space to care about their survival and personhood for just a moment.

[image: ]

Wait, maybe you don’t want to watch this

Now you may be surprised to hear this, but “buck fucking wild” is not the same thing as “good”.

The series does drag. I don’t want to overstate it. The realism is superficial; we have no idea where either of these groups come from, or why they’re fighting. We don’t know how they produce new soldiers, or where they’re fighting, or why they can’t just build one titan the size of the city and be done with it. Often a previously unseen enemy titan will emerge from somewhere at a dire moment and it’s unclear where it came from or how the latest skyscraper-sized Titan Toilet could have remained unnoticed until right now. Doesn’t the AV Army have literal sentient security cameras? How did you miss that, Harold?

We have indications that both sides have culture and internal lives, but we don’t know anything about those. Without a good explanation like “toilet mind control parasites momentarily creating turncoats”, literally every toilet is fighting literally every camerahead – the war is fixed, and the war is absolute.

This gets draining especially combined with the short-format. See_, Skibidi Toilet_ is highly responsive to the Youtube algorithm. When youtube really liked Shorts (phone-screen-aspect videos under a minute long), this was around the start of Skibidi Toilet, and so dozens of episodes are that short. Many are under 30 seconds. The effect of that is that each 30 second episode has to have an entire and complete arc, and the arc usually ends in “a Skibidi Toilet throwing itself disorientingly at the camera.” They are always singing the same song.

I watched it the first time in one two-hour sitting, and that was probably part of it. I have enough Gen Alpha joie de vivre that I can take a lot of 30-second absurd shorts, but… maybe not that many. I can’t completely compare it to qntm’s proposed film concept “One Hour Fight Scene”, because Skibidi Toilet has more diversity of setting and arc than that, but the repetitiveness and even the constant escalation is just… grating.

So I’d advise not watching it all at once – but that’s bad advice too, because I discovered that the wordlessness and repetition lends it a dreamlike quality of transience. 24 hours after watching SKibidi Toilet, you’ll be like “what happened last time? Which titan just did what? Have we seen that character before or not?” I legitimately found that taking notes helped. Maybe there’s just no way to comfortably ride this wild steed.

For what it’s worth, Skibidi Toilet is mostly self-aware about its descent into formulaicness, and there are a lot of small moments playing with this that make the series sparkle. When the AV Army steals secret documents from some kind of Toilet research base, the documents… just write out the lyrics of the Skibidi Toilet song in bungled cyrillic. The plot beat is just that familiar one of stealing big enemy plans. It doesn’t really matter what the plans are, and this deep in, you know this and I know this and DaFuq!?Boom! knows this.

At one point, we see a camerahead scientist “drink” a cup of coffee by just dumping it down the front of its shirt.

And later on, a human man apparently representing DaFuq!?Boom! himself shows up in the series – a face we’ve previously only seen as a youtube avatar, suddenly breaking the assumed laws of the narrative by appearing in his own creation. I won’t spoil any more, but it’s a buck fucking wild ride.

I don’t even want to assure you that it’s worth it. I don’t know you. I won’t say that. At the end of watching some small toilets fight some small camera guys, you’ll be rewarded with a much bigger toilet fighting a much bigger camera guy. Does that sound fun? Hey, if it does, I know a series you might like.

Found footage and horror

Skibidi Toilet is not really a horror series, but it takes a lot of its beats and inspiration from horror.

The oldest kind of internet-original video horror is screamers. It’s the cheapest and easiest way to make horror – take a pretty normal piece of footage or imagery, let people watch it for a few minutes, then BAM! Sudden cut to a creepy face. It’s the digital equivalent of yelling “BOO” behind someone’s back, automated for your inconvenience. Ghost Car [content warning: bro, read the room] is a classic of the genre, 19 years old and with 41 million views at the time of writing. The hook of early episodes of Skibidi Toilet is not much different from 19 years ago – some weird stuff happens and then a distorted face flies real quick at your screen.

DaFuq!?Boom! has stated that he was literally inspired by toilet-related nightmares, so the surreality and sense of panic at the outset make a lot of sense.

But as the plot develops, Skibidi Toilet starts taking influence from a wider variety of genres, especially horror subgenres.

One of these is found footage. We’ve touched on the cameraheads and their diegetic filming already – we also see alterations to the footage, like a cameraman falls and the footage goes wavery for a second, or a camerahead is hit by a beam weapon and the footage distorts.

Horror that pretends (at some level) to be reality is not new – how many ghost stories are intentionally told as “no, my cousin’s friend’s friend said this really happened to her”? Dracula in 1897 and The Phantom of the Opera in 1910 are both framed as letters and diaries and news reports.

Skibidi Toilet is obviously not going full Blair Witch Project or War of the Worlds in terms of trying to convince us the story is real, but just in the footage, the full commitment to the bit that all of this is being witnessed by a person(-thing) really adds intrigue and serious sophistication. The shot will end when the POV camerahead either chooses to end the shot, or when it dies. It builds tension by default. I think there’s maybe one moment in the whole series when the filming camerahead dies mid-episode and we are swapped without context to another camerahead. Everything else flows.

How any of this footage gets to us, relatedly, is unclear. It’s not so found-footage as to say “here are the tapes I found in a box in the woods” or “we now present footage from the Joint War Archive, documenting our shared dark history prior to the Toilet-AV Peace Treaty of 2065.” (But that’s pretty good – hey, DaFuq!?Boom!, if you’re reading this, feel free to use that.) But I like to imagine that a peak virtue among AV society is the act of witnessing, and that having and curating this footage of dark moments is good to them. That might explain why so many of them wade into battle, why there’s always someone watching from a good spot, why so many of them stay under fire until the last moment.

There are also underground institutional labs that strike me as borrowed from horror – your Half Lifes, your Resident Evils, your Stranger Things, your Controls. Given that Skibidi Toilet borrows other assets from Half Life, it’s almost the obvious thing to go for. We see surprisingly little combination between these laboratories and the technological arms race, although I think it’s implied that many new developments come out of these labs. These environments connect more to the post-apocalyptic elements of the series and the vestiges of humanity and the possible origin of the Skibidi Toilets and the AV Army both – although any real answers remain beyond me, if they exist at all.

The real culture war

I didn’t expect, before starting the series, that the eponymous Skibidi Toilets would be the villains. But the existence and narrative role of the AV Army opens up a very interesting series of questions.

What fraction of the viewers of Skibidi Toilet have ever worked with a TV camera? Or a regular camera, for that matter? Wouldn’t they just do all of that on a phone?

I notice that the AV Army doesn’t have any smartphone-heads – or laptop-heads, for that matter. Even flatscreen-heads are rather thin on the ground. They use an older aesthetic: steely surveillance cameras, CRT televisions, tape video recorders or film cameras. They wear suits. Their theme song – only heard a few times, possibly because of Youtube copyright strikes, but distinct – is an echoey version of 80s hit Everybody Wants to Rule the World.

Their enemies are, of course, the toilets: frightening, gross, offensive, always lunging at the viewer, always singing their song that has certainly become repetitive by the 20th time (and you will not escape Skibidi Toilet having heard the Skibidi Toilet song only 20 times.)

Even Source Filmmaker is a millennial’s animation tool. DaFuq!?Boom! isn’t a babe in arms, he has years of machinima experience.

People drag Skibidi Toilet as trash, as brainrot, as the meaningless poison of the youth du jour. Do they see the war? The uncouth screaming toilets versus the cool suits of the older generation? I have no idea how intentional this was, but it just sits with me.

A friend, who is much closer to the usual Skibidi Toilet viewing age than I am, described that the cameraheads evoked a sense of omnipresent surveillance that rang true to his life. I suppose it’s true of all of us, even if the older generations are less aware of it. Everybody has a camera on them at all times. Everybody has a screen on them at all times. The AV Army may be our heroes but they’re also literally a surveillance state. We watch through the eyes of the smallest and weakest among them as they die repeatedly.

I don’t know. I just think it’s an interesting angle on the show, intentional or not.

A glorious collage

DaFuq!?Boom!’s earlier Youtube work includes other popular machinima skits and series, as well as SFX masterpieces like “Optimus Prime Crushed in Hydraulic Press” and “Optimus Prime Explodes in Microwave.” He’s clearly a talented 3D animator.

There’s one predecessor series, the DaFuq series, which feels to me like the real prpecursor for Skibidi Toilet. This series involves clips of regular scenes – people shopping, walking in a park, etc – until every model suddenly distorts, and there are screams as they’re rearranged into a surreal hybrid tableau.

dafuq 2 [sfm]

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtSVAXrRKlo

This feels like the invocation of a thing that I’m sure machinima artists have done since the beginning – just played with the models, used them as toys, as sandboxes, made monstrosities just for the hell of it while learning the tools. DaFuq!?Boom! renders these dollhouse abominations as growing from realistic scenes, thus turning them into surreal horror-comedy. I am absolutely certain this is what Skibidi Toilet grew out of.

There’s a genre of media on the internet where the creator clearly didn’t intend for a goofy new project to grow into an epic, but it did. Griffin Mcelroy recorded The Adventure Zone, a game of Dungeons and Dragons with his brothers and father, as a podcast, which they had intended as an easy interlude to their regular podcast while one family member was on paternity leave. But instead the game spiraled out for months, developing real characterization, narratives, a universe-bending arc, and it became a beloved franchise now adapted as a comic book. He described the unexpected whirlwind as “a car that learned to fly.”

Now, I’m sure that novelists have been starting what they think is going to be a short story and what spirals into, I don’t know, Moby Dick, or The Bible, since the beginning of time. But crucially, in novels, once you figure out it’s going to be a big deal, you can go back and rewrite the beginning to fit with the quality and scope of your vision.

But barely-planned epic serial media, which the internet is rife with, doesn’t let you do that for two reasons:


A) If the authors improve over time, the beginning will still be rough. You can watch Skibidi Toilet grow. Literally: in episode duration and in physical size (it started as a series of youtube shorts and thus the first few dozen episodes are in the upright-phone-screen aspect ratio, but past episode 38 all videos are full-screen.) Figuratively: in animation and visual quality, in coherence, there’s a plot, there’s characters, etc.

B) Relatedly, the authors are stuck with whatever stupid gags they started out with. They’re stuck with wizards named Taco, with teenagers obsessed with Nicholas Cage, with fictional minecraft nations named “L’manberg” because they didn’t have any women and they wanted to sound European, with toilets with human heads sticking out of the bowls that you can kill by flushing them.



And it is so, so beautiful. To wax philosophic for a moment, I don’t think you’ve truly appreciated art until you’ve been swayed to your very soul by the inner turmoil of Taako the Wizard or the sad little pixels of a minecraft face or the fact that the Nicholas Cage teen stopped liking Nicholas Cage or the camera-headed guys giving each other thumbs-up after flushing toilet-men – by something so dumb it’s embarrassing. Yes, it’s stupid. It’s so very, very stupid. A novice home-cooked meal or an inadvisable crush or an inside joke can also be stupid. They can also be everything.

Past the veil of shame is where the dark, gross, raw workings of the heart lie. Meet me there.



Anyway, another interesting thing about Skibidi Toilet is that almost all of its assets are recycled from elsewhere.

Take the AV army. All of the models are other people’s - suited figures and AV equipment. DaFuq!?Boom! cites the creators in his video description. TVheads are a surprisingly common modern internet chimera. They’re not especially common characters in any particular piece of media, but look it up and you’ll find people cosplaying and making art of TVheads. They might have stemmed from people inspired by the 2000 character Canti, a robot with a TV-like screen for a head in the anime FLCL. But the modern suited TVhead is now a fully separate species of cryptid. Yoink!

Cameraheads have a surprising history in internet horror. I have no idea if Da!Fuq!Boom knows this or was inspired by this, but probably the earliest camera-headed character appeared in a series of frankly awesome 2007 Japanese PSAs against movie theater piracy, in which dancing, suited, camera-headed people(?) dance and illegally film movies. Oops! Culture has been changed forever!

Interestingly, the diagetic camerahead – a human with supernatural camera head or features who films relevant parts of the series – also plays a minor but impressive role in a legendary 2010-2019 slenderman youtube series and alternate reality game. In EverymanHYBRID, the supernatural villain character (uh, the one who’s not slenderman), the one who’s been hijacking the main team’s youtube channel, also begins hijacking human victims and using them as living video cameras. We never see a camerahead in EverymanHYBRID – it’s a live-action series on a shoestring budget that plays hard for realism – but we do see their camerawork, and we see the main cast react with horror to the thing shooting the picture. It directly asks the question “who’s behind the camera” with a horror flavor, which is of great thematic interest in EverymanHYBRID and which I was surprised to see echoed in Skibidi Toilet.

(I have no reason to think DaFuq!?Boom! has watched EverymanHYBRID, but it’s a very interesting parallel.)

Speakerheads, so far as I know, don’t have much in the way of existing cultural context. The speakerhead titan in Skibidi Toilet is a major character, apparently developing out of the AV Army’s experiments with sound-based energy weapons. But if you have TVheads and cameraheads, why not take the logical next step? And the idea of cameraheads and TVheads forming a natural alliance based on shared structure? I think that’s all pure innovation on DaFuq!?Boom!’s part.

Even the Skibidi Toilet song is yoinked! It’s a remix by tiktokker doombreaker03, of the songs “Dom Dom Yes Yes” by Biser King and “Give It To Me” by Timbaland.

(By the way, Biser King is Bulgarian and Timbaland is American, and the remixed song appears to have become viral in Turkey before being used as a video soundtrack by American Tiktokker, Paryss Bryanne, which in turn inspired Skibidi Toilet creator DaFuq!?Boom!, who is Georgian – thus making an unusual international journey even before reaching the world’s ears.)

My early interest in tech and tech culture came out of the open source movement, and I have an admittedly rosy-eyed optimism around things like creative commons and free cultural exchange. The machinima community follows this spirit 100%: adapt what you want, build something new, share it around. While I’d never thought about it before, Tiktok culture loves to do this. And Skibidi Toilet rejoices in it too – it is an exquisite collage of borrowed characters, models, songs, and effects all repurposed in creative new ways. It’s a hit kid’s show that’s absolutely unbeholden to any studio or copyright law or content standard other than the bare minimum enforced by youtube. And it’s glorious, and it’s clever, and most importantly, it’s an absolute trip.

The late game

I will say that over time, along with more beautiful atmospheric animations and longer episode lengths, the series _Marvel_fies. It’s easy to see why – from very early on, it was about escalating fights and drama. So why not scale it to its extreme: huge clashes between titans, dramatic soundtracks and panning action shots. Get some revelations and some shadowy underground bosses and some generic one-liners in there too. Why not?

I personally draw the line at the one-liners – it’s so surprising to hear speech in Skibidi Toilet that I feel it should be conserved or avoided entirely. But as of the most recent episodes, the plot is so convoluted that it’s now necessary to explain a bare minimum about what’s going on.

(...Okay, when I say it like that, that’s actually a really high bar that basically no other series meets. Fair enough, Mr. Boom.)

And the series loses some creativity on the way, I think – not all of it, but it has clearly turned from a post-apocalyptic psychological horror franchise with war elements into an action franchise, and I preferred the genre mixing pot.

One notable plot point that I have mixed feelings about (and if this is partially due to the fact that I was four drinks in at this point when I first saw it and completely missed what was going on, it’s surely impossible to know) – is that a force of alien Space Toilets arrive. They have their own space-age technology and aesthetics – red lights, drone-like hover capacity, fancy shields, the works. At first, they seem to be allied with the Skibidi Toilets, as one might expect; however, the alliance fractures. As of now, the Skibidi Toilets have now teamed up with the AV Army against the powerful alien forces.

And, like, I guess? It’s very Watchmen. It feels like aw, okay, sure, now you have fans of both sides and lines of action figures sold at Target, they have to team up as heroes against a convenient new enemy. Sure. Yes, obviously I bought one.

I’d be more invested in this if we saw either more or less of whatever humanity the Skibidi Toilets have – while we’ve seen lots of humanizing interactions between AV Army members, even the rudiments of Skibidi Civilization are mysterious to us. On the other hand, being forced to cooperate with a nightmarish creepypasta jumpscare entity that has at most a semblance of relatability would be very interesting too. Either way, we have, alas, seen very little of the timbre of the AV Army-Toilet alliance.

More interesting is the side plot in which human beings have appeared – survivors, apparently, people who have been holed up since the fall of their world, their presence further suggesting that the entire series has taken place on some post-catastrophe Earth. They’re with the alliance too, and they’re weak and underpowered in this new paradigm.

Mostly the series has drifted away from surreal comedy-horror and into solely epic action scenes, with occasional difficult-to-parse intrigue. A return to form would not be amiss. But it still has a lot of heart in it, a frankly wild amount of implicit worldbuilding, and as a visual spectacle it’s only growing over time. I, personally, am curious to see if the AV-Toilet alliance holds, and if the human survivors will find any place in the world to come.

I hope we all find a place in the world to come.

Final rating: 5/10. I have no idea how this was monetized and I hope the creator makes ten million dollars off it. If you’re going to watch the whole thing at once, I recommend being drunk.




Sound Bathing

Every few weeks I go to a public space, lay on the ground with strangers, and let crystal singing bowls carry me off into bliss.

The vibe is aggressively wholesome. On offer is a syncretic mashup of Buddhism, Hinduism, Western Occultism, Russian Esotericism, psychedelia, and new age nonsense. This video should help set the scene:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FDuDgCZyGUg

As allergic as I am to all the talk of “awakening” and “transformation”, sound bathing is one of the most viscerally pleasurable activities I engage in, right up there with a post-coital cuddle.

Even stranger, all that “transformation” talk has substance behind it. There are lasting, positive emotional effects—the kind you’d expect from meditation or a psychedelic trip.

What’s going on here?

I. Becoming a Synesthete

I first learned about synesthesia in undergrad. I was fascinated by exotic states of mind, and even experienced a few minutes of “seeing sounds” during a freshman year mushroom trip. I was envious of people with drug-free access to such rich sensory experience. My day-to-day mode of being felt drab in comparison.

So I was surprised and delighted when, after a couple years of meditation practice, I started to develop sound-touch synesthesia.

I began to feel music in my body.

With a good pair of headphones on, any piece of music would generate intricate, symmetrical patterns of tactile sensation. The nerves in my skin would undulate to the beat; I’d feel low tones in my stomach, and high tones in my head. White noise would create a spreading, tingling sensation; a loud drone note would set every nerve vibrating at the same resonant frequency.

I’d always been keen on music, but this was something new.

And yet, as far as I can tell, that synesthetic link was always there—the meditation practice just helped me notice it. It got me to shift my attention away from my ears and into my body, drawing those tactile sensations into the foreground.

And from my discussions with other meditators, this appears to be true for everyone. Including you, dear reader. You too are a latent synesthete.

Let’s see if I can convince you.

To maximize the effect, we’ll unfortunately have to start at the opposite end of the bliss spectrum. Close your eyes and listen to these jump scare sound effects. Pay particular attention to what’s going on in your body.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=8&v=MBsdB4ykpug

Unless you have nerves of steel, you should feel your body tense up a bit at each jolt. For me, it’s like someone tossed a large rock into a calm lake. There’s a sudden splash, and the ripples linger for a few seconds as that initial moment of panic dissipates.

This is easy to explain away as a flight response: you hear a threatening noise, and your muscles tense, preparing to react.

Let’s see how a more predictable sound feels:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time\_continue=75&v=uf2q1fuQeXk

(The effect is going to be an order of magnitude more subtle here. You may want to turn up the volume. If you’re not feeling any tactile effect, maybe try the jump scares again to familiarize yourself with the sort of sensation you should be looking for.)

When I listen to this steady kick drum, I feel a scooping or pushing sensation, mainly in my face, arms, and chest, coming forward to meet the sound of the drum. And if I pause the audio, those tactile sensations continue to echo for a few beats, eventually trailing off into the ether. [1]

If you’re still following me, let’s take one step further down the subtlety train:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y53Ocb2-uMk

Sitting here at my desk, it takes a good 30 seconds of quiet sitting to really start to feel the marimbas vibrate inside my head and torso, and even then the effect is soft. But different notes seem to resonate in different places, and recurring motifs trace a circuitous path through my torso. The biggest sensations arise when a new pattern appears, like that first sour note at 1:28—a miniature and much more pleasant jump scare.

Maybe you feel these things too. Maybe not. Maybe you feel something, but you’re not sure if you’re just imagining it. To which I’d say: keep imagining! The line between reality and hallucination is very blurry here.

However much you feel as you listen to these sounds, know that it’s a practicable skill. Meditation—especially body scanning—can help grow your synesthetic capacity. (For the impatient, a small dose of cannabis can greatly amplify the effect.)

Every sound is an invitation to react—to run, dance, turn your head, or shift your gaze. Whether or not you follow that invitation, you can feel your body prepare for it.

II. The Bowls

All the sounds above were percussive. Even the marimbas make a sudden burst of sound when the mallet strikes, which makes the resulting tactile sensations easier to notice.

But that kiki spike carries with it a touch of unpleasantness. It’s a miniature jump scare, a minor affront to expectations at the edge of your predictive processing network.

Singing bowls, by contrast, are as bouba as it gets. Just a single, constant note, resonating for minutes. Unlike the percussive sounds, which evoke a sense of motion and direction, the bowls generate a steady pulse.

When the bowls sing, my body begins to pulsate along with them. There are usually two dominant frequencies: the note itself, vibrating hundreds of times per second; and a subtle undulation in volume, cycling once or twice per second.

I can feel both in my body. The former is a warm tingling, the latter a steady pulse of expansion and contraction.

This isn’t entirely a synesthetic sensation. When you’re in the same room as the bowls, there’s a physicality to their vibrations. If you’ve ever been to a loud concert and felt the bass vibrate in your chest, you’ll have a sense for what I’m talking about. You can play the first video in this essay at full volume and place your hands on the speakers to get a sense for what I’m talking about. But something is lost in the recording.

When I’m in the presence of the singing bowls, those physical vibrations blend into and resonate with the synesthetic ones. It’s unclear where one ends and the other begins. The boundary between the external world and internal subjectivity gets fuzzy, and starts to dissolve.

Within minutes, my body disappears entirely. All that’s left is disembodied vibration.

III. Solve…

Phenomenology is a tricky thing. It’s famously impossible to describe “blue” to a blind person. How can possibly I describe to you what it feels like to not have a body?

We’ve already had a little practice with body scanning in the jump scare exercise, so let’s start there. Close your eyes and sit still—what sensations are telling you hey, you have a body?

Maybe you feel the pressure of the chair on your butt, or the cool air on your hands, or a tension around your forehead. All of these are tactile perceptions, spread out in space. And they form a foundation for proprioception—for your sense of your body’s size, shape, and orientation.

What would happen if those sensations went away? Or if all that differentiation between coolness and pressure and tension congealed into a single throbbing pulse?

This is exactly what I get from the singing bowls. At first I feel the hard density of the ground against my back, the cool air on my face, the roughness of my clothing. But soon the bowls dominate, and those individual sensations start to swirl together. Instead of feeling dozens of disparate proprioceptive signals, there’s just a single buzzing cloud. Sometimes it has a solid boundary, sometimes it bleeds out into infinity. But the shape of head-torso-limbs is nowhere to be found.

The effect fades in and out. Occasionally some individual sensation will poke back through into consciousness. Or I’ll get distracted when some tantalizing thought enters my awareness.

But for minutes at a time, I bask in the cozy comfort of dissolution.

IV. …et Coagula

But I promised more than mere bliss. I promised long-term effects, on par with meditation and psychedelics.

Here we’ll have to step on epistemically shaky ground. I’m going to make an assertion, which you can, in time, verify empirically: all emotions are just correlated groups of tactile sensations. [2]

Here’s Bessel van der Kolk, in The Body Keeps the Score (reviewed by Scott here):

In my practice I begin the process by helping my patients to first notice and then describe the feelings in their bodies—not emotions such as anger or anxiety or fear but the physical sensations beneath the emotions: pressure, heat, muscular tension, tingling, caving in, feeling hollow, and so on. I also work on identifying the sensations associated with relaxation or pleasure. I help them become aware of their breath, their gestures and movements.

(emphasis mine)

To put it a bit more directly: say you’re experiencing anxiety. Maybe there’s a knot in your stomach, a tension in your brow, a clenching in your jaw. We’d colloquially say that “anxiety”—some mysterious intangible force—causes these symptoms. I’m saying that it is identical to them. If you took away all that knotting and clenching, there’d be no residual sensation to label “anxiety”.

If you pay attention to this fact, patterns emerge. Positive emotions tend to be fluid, effervescent, difficult to localize. Negative emotions tend to be hard, dense, and have a specific location or set of locations. The worst emotions though (in my opinion) carry a sense of emptiness, as though your chest or head has been hollowed out, and all that remains is a hard outer shell.

So it’s not surprising that the singing bowls carry me off into bliss! The physical and synesthetic vibrations dissolve the hard edges propping up whatever anxiety or sadness or anger is lingering in my body. Everything becomes that singular ringing sensation.

This experience of dissolved body sensations is essential to meditative and psychedelic experiences. Here’s Michael Pollan describing his experience listening to Yo-Yo Ma on mushrooms:

Instead of Emerson’s transparent eyeball, egoless and one with all it beheld, I became a transparent ear, indistinguishable from the stream of sound that flooded my consciousness until there was nothing else in it, not even a dry tiny corner in which to plant an I and observe. Opened to the music, I became first the strings, could feel on my skin the exquisite friction of the horsehair rubbing over me, and then the breeze of sound flowing past as it crossed the lips of the instrument and went out to meet the world, beginning its lonely transit of the universe. Then I passed down into the resonant black well of space inside the cello…and I was now it, with no remainder.

Of course, eventually the bowls stop singing, or I stand up from my meditation, or I come down from my psychedelic trip. Slowly I return to my body. All those hard edges recongeal.

Usually the process is as sudden and natural as waking up. But once—at the end of an intense psychedelic trip—I was able to observe it. I watched as the smooth surface of my tactile lake rose up, twisted upon itself, and burrowed deep into my suddenly-remembered stomach. “Oh neat, I guess that’s where my baseline anxiety lives.”

Each time I untie and retie these knots, I get better at it. I figure out the tricks. There’s the anxiety in my stomach, which loosens so long as my attention is on it. There’s a knot in my left temple that seems to correlate with discursive thought and problem solving. I’m even starting to be able to conjure a sense of joy just by spreading my attention across my head, torso, and the surrounding space.

V. Is this Jhana?

I’m told by some expert-level meditators that eventually the knots stop re-forming. Edges might appear and disappear as they move their body, or experience an emotion, but their default state is dissolved. Honestly I don’t know how they’re able to ride a bike or put food in their mouth, but I’ve had enough first-hand experience with these states that I trust their reports.

I’ve already drawn some loose parallels between singing bowls, meditation, and psychedelics. For me, all three are part of what I’d call an introspective practice. And increasingly, I’m interpreting my experiences in terms of jhana. (See Scott’s essays here and here.)

The first jhana is characterized by—you guessed it—tactile sensations. Practitioners look to identify and amplify pīti, pleasant tingling found anywhere in the body. The metaphor of “champagne bubbles” comes up frequently. For me, nothing conjures pīti more than staticky white noise.

The next two jhanas are traditionally described more in terms of emotion (“joy” and “peace”) than in terms of physiological sensation. But again, I’ll assert that emotions are tactile sensations. My map isn’t great here, but the spreading and smoothing of the champagne bubbles seem to roughly correlate, respectively, with those two emotions.

In the fourth jhana, the field of tactile sensation becomes so smooth and undifferentiated that (a) there’s not much sense of a body left over, and (b) there’s not much emotion lingering around. It’s a state of deep equanimity.

My map ends at the fifth jhana—the first of the subtle jhanas. It’s described as “boundless space”, which feels impossible to describe, but I’ll try. In the fourth jhana, there’s still a bit of a shell surrounding me, a sense that there’s a hard edge at the periphery of my awareness. But sometimes—especially with the help of those vibrating crystal bowls—that hard edge dissolves, and I’m left floating in a void. You might imagine the ocean rising above the continents; with no more shores to lap up against, the waves just roll along.

VI. Life is Suffering

I think this is what the Buddha meant he said “Life is dukkha,” aka suffering: you need a body to live, the body has hard edges, and hard edges are unpleasant.

I haven’t yet figured out how to live without dukkha. Some claim it’s possible, and a combination of empirical evidence and naive hope leads me to believe them.

For now, I’ll continue gathering with strangers, laying on the floor, and basking in the dissolutory vibrations of a crystal singing bowl.




Notes


[1]

There’s an important observation here: the tactile sensations are caused both by the sound itself (as in the jump scares), and by the anticipation of sound. This is very much like my experience of music: my brain is constantly reaching for the next note, and the confirmation or rejection of those predictions is what gives the music its flavor.



[2]

Meditation instructor Shinzen Young takes a slightly more expansive view, saying that emotions are body sensations plus thoughts—but attributes the “feeling” part to the body. Here’s a brief quote, from Using Mindfulness Practice to Deal with Negative Urges

It is important to remember that all emotions consist of a mixture of thoughts and body sensations. The actual feeling part of the emotion is a pattern of sensation in your body. That sensation may be in just one location of your body, but often it fills your whole body.






State of competitive debating (unions) address

Li Shengwu is atypical many times over. He is a renowned economist. He is a grandson of Singapore’s founding father who emigrated to the United States. He received tenure from Harvard University at the age of 39. In another lifetime--that of the Obama era--he was also extremely successful in the world of competitive debate.

When I use the phrase “competitive debate,” I don’t mean the activity that free speech advocates tell you is plagued by woke critical theorists and evidence packets. That’s American high school debate. There is a worldwide network of universities--a set of regional “circuits”-- that facilitates something closer to actual debate. The main format in which it hosts tournaments is called British Parliamentary. (See the second tab for an explainer, but basically, four teams of two give 7-minute speeches on a topic they had 15 minutes to think about with no internet access.) At the higher levels, speeches in BP debates are often quite persuasive to normal people: there are no lists of studies read out at 350 wpm, no judges who “adjudicate from a Marxist paradigm,” and no monologues about nuclear war in debates about normal things like legalizing drugs.

A number of US universities are quite committed to this circuit. In January 2025, Bates College made it to the grand final of the World Universities Debating Championship (WUDC), and Dartmouth College won it. Sadly, though, far more US universities remain committed to the stupid version of debate.

Li Shengwu’s accomplishments during his debate career--part of which he spent representing Stanford--and his outsize influence on the global debating circuit are thus quite interesting to examine in our time. He was the single best performer at the 2010 World Universities Debating Championship, but he’s best known (at least among young debaters) for a recording of a speech he gave in a round he lost. He was defending the belief that the media should show the full horrors of war. It was the fifth of the eight speeches in the 2010 final. With fifteen years of hindsight, it seems extremely obvious to open with Tacitus, but the first time a fifteen-year-old hears his delivery of “they make it a wasteland, and they call it peace,” it strikes her with force. This is similar to the experience of reading his blog Trolley Problem in 2025.

Trolley Problem hosts 17 posts (some essay-length, some tweet-length) uploaded over the course of 2012. Li’s first post, “a statement of purpose,” from January 22, proclaims: “This is not going to be your standard debating blog. There will be almost no news about ongoing tournaments, and no hand-wringing about which-teams-will-break-on-what-points-this-weekend.” Not only has this “standard” for debating blogs died out: most of those “standard” blogs are no longer available for the public to find and read. (The most plausible explanation is that this kind of gossip has moved to Discord servers and Facebook Messenger group chats and that no one bothers paying for their college-era blog domain anymore.)

Trolley Problem is an unusual window into Obama-era debating. This review will construct a window into Trump-era debating, and it will comment on how the landscape has changed. Post-mortems of the golden age of American universities and free speech are common these days. It seems relevant to review the evolution of American debating norms as they relate to the global circuit.

Selecting good, fair topics for debates

The restriction of the set of topics considered “debatable” is a perennial concern among campus speech watchers. Among university debaters, it is theoretically a concern, but it is secondary to the much more present concern of actively choosing a handful of good topics to debate each weekend from the ever-churning ocean of options. (While some American formats force students to argue the same topic many times per weekend many weekends per year, BP demands 4-8 distinct topics per tournament depending on how many rounds are taking place.)

Debaters are concerned with competitive integrity. The point of a debate competition is to sort a set of debaters according to how skilled they are at formulating and delivering arguments. It would be unfair to force some speakers to argue inherently unconvincing or inherently super-convincing positions. Keep in mind that British Parliamentary has four teams, two of which need to provide distinct new arguments for the same position--it would also be unfair to set motions (topics) that only have one or two main arguments on each side.

Apparently, the concern for “fairness” was prominent in 2012. In What does it mean to say “This motion is fair”?, Li says that “almost all debaters describe motions as “fair” or “unfair” in ordinary speech. In 2025, complaining that a debate was “so unfair” would come off as whiny. People are socially expected to at least be a bit more specific when critiquing motions: it’s a lot more common to say “I think this motion is shallow on opposition” when there are fewer arguments against a motion than for it.

Li argues that there exist increasingly statistically strict methods of determining a motion’s fairness. The strictest of the four definitions he settles on is that “a motion is fair if teams of equal skill level in every position have the same probability of coming first, second, third, or fourth.”

He immediately dismisses this as a poor definition because there are good reasons for there to be variance among a team’s expected performance in Opening Government (OG) at different skill levels.

Personally, I have much less sympathy for the rights of the least skilled competitors. Over a number of tournaments, each of them can expect to draw OG roughly an equal number of times. Penalizing teams for being bad is actually a good thing. To be fair, though, this may be a somewhat recent innovation: before the widespread adoption of specialized tournament formatting (tabulation) software, there was less capacity to ensure teams drew each position an equal number of times in addition to being power-paired (the standard format for determining matchups at tournaments).

Li then wonders if his second-strictest definition, “a motion is fair if teams of equal skill level in every position have the same expected number of team points,” is a reasonable one. It is certainly considered reasonable today. In the late 2010s, developers of the prominent tabulation software Tabbycat added a feature that allows tournaments to display the distribution of performances by certain positions for each motion.

Here are the statistics about the motions that were set at the 2025 World Universities Debating Championship. The most balanced motion was that of the sixth round:

[image: ]

Perfect…

And the least balanced was that of the third round:

[image: ]

That canal was pretty beneficial.

I can explain why teams arguing in favour performed so much better than teams arguing against. The motion is worded poorly! Government teams don’t have to prove that US involvement in Panama has provided more benefit than harm. They just have to prove that Panama is better off than it would have been in the alternate universe without US involvement. American initiative with the canal and American investment with the banks are both obviously quite beneficial. Really, it’s a wonder that government teams didn’t overperform even more.

But this imbalance is nothing compared to the motions of the past. In Motion Fairness Analysis for Huber Debates 2012__, Li statistically tests the hypothesis that each motion from that tournament (which is hosted annually at the University of Vermont) is “fair.”

Some of them are about as close as you can get to balanced:

[image: ]

But some of them are decisively not:

[image: ]

This motion is clearly very flawed. The “public interest” is vague. This would create awful incentives for young men with main character syndrome. On the surface, it seems like there might be arguments in favour: this will incentivize whistleblowers to step forward! (Never mind that this was debated a year before the Snowden leaks.) But the arguments disperse when you look closely. There are usually legal ways to stand up against evil governments and corporations. When there aren’t, it’s still generally fine to impose penalties on lawbreaking: people who feel that speaking out is important enough will make the tradeoff.

Today, this level of imbalance is practically unthinkable in large debate competitions. Why? I can’t say for sure:


	
It seems that the teams that select motions--called the Chief Adjudicators (CAs)--take their roles much more seriously. In "Advice for new CAs setting motions," Li’s first suggestion is “don’t try to come up with motions on the day itself.” Even the most scattered CA teams will start assembling spreadsheets of motions a couple of weeks in advance.


	There is much more pressure on tournaments to recruit smart, accomplished people to CA teams.





	
As Li predicted, the ability to perform large-scale analysis of motions and tournaments makes it easier for CA teams to predict which kinds of motions will be balanced.


	It is also much easier to analyze the past performances of prospective CAs: people with track records of setting balanced motions are more likely to be hired.







Li understands that “fairness” is not the only consideration to be made when evaluating a motion. It is important to make university debaters argue about topics that are interesting and relevant. He praises motions about aliens and robots for the metaethical insights they produce; he encourages CAs not to let their personal obsessions leak into their motion-setting.

I’m sure you’re curious about whether university debaters restrict topics to a narrow patch of wokeness. They don’t really do that. Extreme tough-on-crime attitudes (round 8), opposition to affirmative action, and pro-religion pro-family arguments arise reasonably often. “This house would ban abortion” is a bit overdone for most modern tournaments, but a variant of it was set as recently as 2024 at the world’s premier round-robin tournament.

However, certain topics are overrepresented at tournaments. Can you guess which ones?

debatedata.io catalogues motions set at tournaments over the past few decades. Of the 32,342 motions it hosts at the time of writing, 1858 are tagged with “feminism,” 1374 are tagged with “minority communities,” and 790 are tagged with “LGBTQ+” (with about 100 motions of overlap between the three). That’s about 12% of all debates. 11,547 are tagged with “economics.”

“Economics” is a broader category. Everything from finance to trade to debates about the interests of individual workers gets the tag, as well as basically any motion that involves buying or selling anything (which includes a lot of Black Mirror-esque hypotheticals like “assuming feasibility, this house would allow individuals to sell units of their IQ). But overrepresentation doesn’t really follow woke patterns; it just correlates with the interests of the kind of university student who gets good enough at debate that people ask them to pick motions for tournaments.

How we ought to judge

University debates are judged by…panels of other university debaters. There are a few university students who exclusively compete or exclusively judge, but they are uncommon. (The reason for this is simple: judging provides unique insight into how to improve your own debating and vice versa.) But how should they decide which arguments are more persuasive? Vibes? Hours of poring over research papers?

In "What does a good judge believe?", Li answers the titular question:

Judges should have a defeasible presumption in favour of a moderate liberal position on most ethical issues.  I use "liberal", not in the sense meaning "left-wing", but rather in the sense that would describe most intelligent university-educated people in the countries that we call "liberal democracies".  By "defeasible", I mean that the presumption could in principle be overcome by a persuasive argument, and that the judge should listen to such arguments with an open mind.

What does such a moderate liberal judge believe?  Here's a sketch: That judge has a strong belief in the importance of certain kinds of human goods - freedom, happiness, life, etc - though not a full theory about how trade-offs between these goods should be made, or a precise conception of what the good life is.  That judge has a moderate presumption in favour of democracy, free speech,  and equal treatment.  That judge holds a defeasible belief in Mill's harm principle; that is, insofar as an action affects just the actor, the judge has a presumption against government action.  That judge believes that important moral questions should be resolved by reasoned deliberation, not appeals to unquestionable divine authority.  This is because a good judge is an open-minded individual of the sort likely to think that debating is a worthwhile activity.

I think this is very reasonable. Debating should ideally help students understand and grow more persuasive to normal people. This is a relatively normal set of principles to hold! More importantly, though, I’m happy to trade a bit of bias toward certain principles for a consistent increase in quality of debate. When there are zero grounding principles for judges, debates often devolve into assertion-offs where people with different values talk past each other.

The idea that judges should apply a uniform approach to assessing debates took hold in the community and eventually mutated into a 63-page manual. Li helped construct the “speaker scale” at the bottom of the document.

A tangent about scoring debates

Fierce discussions have been had about how to quantifiably score speeches. The scale theoretically standardizes scoring by asking the judge to consider:


	
How well-explained/logically sound the content was


	How vulnerable the content was to responses of varying ingenuity





	
How relevant the content was



	
How easy the speech was to follow





The issue, of course, is that these things are largely subjective. Analyzing the scores given by judges at the most recent WUDC shows that some judges consistently give teams scores that are far higher or far lower than their average performance.

But apparently speaker scores aren’t as subjective as one would think--or at minimum, their subjectivity does not render them useless. A recent paper showed that speaker points are empirically better than most other (feasible) metrics at predicting how teams will perform in elimination rounds.

What the American circuit is like these days

When I talk about the “American circuit,” I refer to the set of universities that participate in British Parliamentary debate. At this year’s United States Universities Debating Championship, this set included (in order of performance of their top team):


	Stanford University

	Columbia University

	Harvard University

	Princeton University

	UC Berkeley

	UC LA

	University of Rochester

	Bates College

	Williams College

	The Claremont Colleges

	University of Southern California

	University of Pennsylvania

	UW Madison

	Amherst College

	Drexel University

	Cornell University

	Brown University

	Colby College

	Bard College

	Middlebury College

	Hobart & William Smith Colleges

	Davidson College

	University of Vermont

	Morehouse College



Additional universities that participated in this year’s North American Universities Debating Championship:


	University of Chicago

	Northwestern University

	Yale University

	John Hopkins University

	Dartmouth College

	Swarthmore College




Notes


[30]

universities is not a small force, but it is far smaller than the group of universities in the American Parliamentary Debate Association who debate in the eponymous “fact”-slinging woke format. Some extremely successful international debaters also participate in APDA (on a spectrum from “once a year” to “frequently”). High performers in international debate seem to do well when they wade into APDA; the reverse is less often true.

Top American debaters have a strong grasp of the art of explaining technical things. The debaters who win international tournaments for American schools tend to create and leverage ridiculously effective catalogues of knowledge and argumentation. Writing out a ton of facts and arguments before tournaments (referred to as “matter filing”) has been common in BP debate for a long time, but today’s top Americans take that process to another level.

WUDC 2024 semifinalist Ryan Lafferty produced 520 pages of notes (about 100 pages of arguments and 400 pages of knowledge) in the lead-up to WUDC 2024. How do I know this? Because after the tournament, he released it online. One would think this would reduce his comparative advantage over other debaters: nope! He went on to win WUDC 2025. Then he published another 647 pages, at least 600 of which are distinct from his previous matter file.

How Americans compare to the rest of the world

Globally, the perception that American debaters and judges are bad has persisted for quite a while. Tenets of this argument include:


	Most Americans perform poorly at international tournaments

	For years, the vast majority of the US’s top performers at WUDC have been international students; the US can’t grow its own winners

	The homegrown Americans who are exceptionally good are ruining the activity by spitting out analysis at 200 wpm and beating inspiring speakers on “erm actually” esque technicalities



These things are true, but I (an outsider) no longer think they support the claim that the US is “worse at debate” than most other circuits.

It is certainly true that Australia is stronger. Out of the 48 teams that advanced to open elimination rounds at WUDC 2025, 18 were American, and 10 were Australian. Producing ~56% as many good teams with 8% of the population isn’t bad! The year before, it was even worse, with the US advancing 14 teams and Australia advancing 11.

Australia has a strong culture of holding “minis” that concentrate a bunch of extremely talented debaters into one place. It also seems more common to take courses from several universities, which allows people to practice with (and learn from) a wider set of speakers. But the Sydney Union’s half-a-million dollar yearly budget probably doesn’t hurt their ability to be competitive.

You could also argue that the UK is stronger. They also break more teams (proportionally to their population) than the US. But they are even more reliant on international students than the US is.

It is also true that many other countries’ relative strength is growing. The pandemic shifted debate tournaments to Discord and Zoom, which provided unprecedented access to the activity for people from around the world. After a long history of anglophone dominance, WUDC was won by two ESL teams in a row--Zagreb in 2021 and BRAC University in 2022--then by a Filipino team in 2023.

Despite all of this, year after year, US universities produce more high performers at the World Universities Debating Championship than any other nation. And it’s not even true that all of their top speakers are uninspiring!

Disclaimer on “equity”

This is not to say the American circuit has been a shining beacon of intelligent debate throughout the last decade. The 2021 US Universities Debating Championship was cancelled midway through due to a controversial decision to delay handling complaints about racism. Almost all tournaments have “equity teams” tasked with “ensuring debate is a welcoming environment.” In theory, these teams have frightening powers: they can expel participants from tournaments, censor “triggering” motions, and mandate apologies and “education.”

But equity teams generally don’t use most of their powers. Members of teams are almost always students who debate and judge on a regular basis. They are usually friends with many of the competitors. This creates strong social incentives to act reasonably. Equity teams always assume good intent and lean toward less punitive forms of mediation.

I have had a number of complaints raised against me. Equity teams have asked me to apologize and/or change my behaviour a number of times. In some cases (like the complaint I received for asking an opponent if they were stupid during a speech), I have happily done so. In others (like the complaint I received for asking if 18-year-old IDF soldiers can morally be held accountable if they are bystanders to war crimes without a trigger warning), I have declined. None of this has affected my participation in the activity. I am happy to trade off a tiny bit of my time and a tiny bit of extra politeness for an environment in which people can have spirited debates without personal animosity.

Why we should care about this at all

I understand that BP debate is a slightly convoluted, somewhat-closed-off corner of the world. I understand that when commentators reference “debate on campus,” this is not what they mean. But it is important to remember that debate on campus can look different from anxious half-empty classrooms and clips of Charlie Kirk speaking over mid-IQ students.

Li Shengwu’s ideas about making debate fairer and more intelligent substantially improved BP debate over a decade. I am hopeful that an increased focus on producing and preserving resources with similar potential (like Ryan Lafferty’s matter files) will improve it even more. More American schools should get on board.

British Parliamentary Debate

If you want a complete explanation of the rules, read them here. This is a brief summary of the aspects of BP most relevant to the review.

The format

There are four teams (two arguing for the motion, two arguing against) of two speakers. Each speaker gets seven minutes to speak. The speaking order looks like this:

[image: ]

The silly names are relics of the actual British Parliament.

Between 1:00 and 6:00 of each speech, debaters on the opposing side (but not from the other team on their own side!) can offer “points of information,” or 15-second questions/challenges. The speaker can choose whether to accept or reject these (but can be nebulously penalized for refusing to take any).

All teams have to give arguments for their position, refute opponents’ arguments, and weigh the importance of their arguments against other arguments. Closing teams have to provide distinct arguments that don’t contradict what the other team on their side said (unless it was extremely obviously incorrect).

Motions

The topic of debate is called the motion. The beginnings of motions are almost always phrased in one of the following ways:


	
This House Would: this kind of debate is about implementing a policy or taking an action. The government teams have to prove it’s practically feasible and that it leads to better outcomes than alternative policies/actions. The opening government team gets to decide who the “house” is (it’s in their interest to pick something reasonable) and “model” what the policy’s implementation would look like.


	This House, as X, Would: Same as above, but the debate is from the perspective of a specific actor (e.g. “the CCP” or “a professional athlete”).





	
This House Believes That: More of a normative judgement than a policy.



	
This House Supports/This House Opposes: Exactly what it sounds like.



	
This House Predicts: Exactly what it sounds like.



	
This House Prefers: These debates will often set up an explicit comparison (e.g. world A over world B, action A over action B, etc).



	
This House Regrets X: Government has to prove that the world would be better off if X had never happened. Opposition has to prove the opposite.





Standard of knowledge for judges

Judges take on the perspective of the “ordinary intelligent voter,” a mythical creature who is intelligent and good at following complex logic, reads the front page and world section of some major international newspaper (without trying to memorize it), and doesn’t hold any biases toward any positions being debated.

Tournament format

Four teams face each other in a number of Swiss rounds (“inrounds”) (9 for some major competitions, 5 for most competitions, occasionally a different number). For each round, teams get 15 minutes to prepare their case (without the internet) after seeing the motion. After the debate, judges have 15 minutes to deliberate and rank the teams from 1-4 (as well as provide scores that practically range from 60-90 for each individual speaker). The deliberation is supposed to be done pairwise (i.e. judges compare Opening Government and Opening Opposition, then vote on who won between the two, then repeat this process for the other five pairings).

For each round, the team that ranks 1st gains 3 team points, 2nd 2, 3rd 1, and 4th 0. After the inrounds are done, the teams with the most points advance to elimination rounds (which are usually conducted in front of audiences). Individual speaker points are used as a tiebreaker when there are ties on team points.






Summer Camp For Sluts: Young Swingers Week at Hedonism II in Negril, Jamaica

Note: This review contains a lot of end notes. It is also divided into fairly small sections. For scrolling convenience, I have placed the end notes for each section at the end of the section rather than at the end of the review.

DAY SIX

We hit a real nadir as a couple this morning. My wife has just gotten so tired and overstimulated that she became unable to sleep, getting maybe 4-5 hours total in the previous two nights. We agreed[1] that we weren’t cut out for this and we’d never come again.

Then by afternoon we were on the nude beach with our boyfriend and girlfriend, propositioning a smoking hot newbie couple for a soft swap.

The only other thing I’ve ever attended that is like Hedonism II (hereafter: Hedo) is Burning Man (hereafter: The Burn). Both are nominally vacations but are actually ordeals, transformational experiences that test and hone and break as much as they entertain or comfort.

Both can be truly unforgiving. The proper analogy is to climbing a mountain. The Burn and Hedo operate in different ways but they both operate at an intensity that puts one in mind of the immortal words most often misattributed to Josef Stalin: “Quantity has a quality all its own.”

Music too loud? Fuck you, get drunk and you can stand it. Can’t stay awake? Fuck you, take drugs and you never have to sleep. Overstimulated? Fuck you, go to your room, but there will be music pounding not far off 24/7, everyone will be getting laid but you, and we’re still charging you for every minute you waste trying to rid yourself of vertigo and recalibrate your senses. Tired of constant socializing at the vocal volume of people being murdered? What the fuck are you even doing here?! You spent thousands and bought dark web dick pills and starved yourself and found someone to take your stupid kid for a week and flew across the hemisphere and didn’t get killed in two hours on Jamaican roads and it was all for NOTHING unless you party and flirt and fuck your way from the breakfast table to the nude pool hot tub afterparty every single goddamn day!

Hedo is trickier than The Burn, though, because it’s a resort, so it seems like it should be easy going, and indeed, it advertises itself as such. The Burn is as it says on the tin: It does nothing for you and you better get ready for anything. At Hedo, you will not wash a dish or cook a meal or clean a mess, but it can absolutely chew you up in exactly the same way[2] and make you rue the day you bought the ticket before it spits you out.


	



DAY ONE

Well, O’Hare sucks. In general, going to the Caribbean from the West Coast kinda sucks.[3] It’s also just a long way, and someone might be forgiven for asking “Why not just go to Hawaii or Mexico?”[4]

The answer mostly has to do with the structure of the swinging scene and the vagaries of resort rules. There are no all-inclusive resorts in Hawaii at all, and a Swingers resort basically has to be all-inclusive for privacy and security reasons. Mexico has a number of swingers resorts, most famously Desire and other Maya Riviera properties. However, they are considered[5] more prude in their rules[6] whereas Hedo is wide open.[7]

Desire, et al are also reputed to be more luxe from an amenities and dining perspective, but personally that is a tertiary consideration. I can get excellent food in Washington, I do not need to fly to a warmer climate in search of it.

My main goal is to be around the biggest, hottest, wildest group of likeminded sluts[8] humankind can possibly assemble, and while perhaps Europe has something that can match Young Swingers Week at Hedo, as far as The New World goes, this is it.

So that’s why Hedo and sort of why this week, but how does this week compare to other weeks and why specifically this one? Well, even within the institutional context of a single resort, there is significant variation between the weeks, so it actually really matters which one you book.

For example: This week at Hedo it is Couples[9] Only,[10] whereas normally single males are allowed to attend at least in limited number.[11] The presence or absence of single men has a profound effect on a swinging scene. Consent and politeness are typically enforced—and Hedo actually has a pretty good culture of consent overall, at least in my limited experience and that of the women I talked with—but the pure energy of horny single dudes is still pretty palpable.

Another example: In the month before Young Swingers Week there is Bisexual Week, which basically means that dudes are allowed to suck each other’s dicks in public.[12] Of course one has to imagine it’s happening this week in private at least some, and men are allowed to wear the rainbow beads on their necklaces[13] that indicate openness to it, and if someone did it in public they certainly might get away with it, but it is not done or even discussed openly in any venue in which I am present.

But definitely the single biggest reason why this week and not another week is the age restriction—Maximum age is 45. In general, swinging skews older. Resorts, in particular, skew older, because that’s who has the money to go[14]. My wife and my previous Lifestyle resort experience was in the Canary Islands during our honeymoon, and upon arriving at the resort we realized that the average age was about 70, with very little variance. Whoops!

The underlying principle here is that *the other people are the whole experience*. We work the Facebook group before we go, we go out the first night or two and aggressively introduce ourselves to people,[15] and we kept in touch with people that we met last year,[16] many of whom are returning. I am nervous because there’s no guaranteed play or experience, but we’re doing all we can!


	



Glossary of Swinging Types and Terms, some of which are used widely and some of which I made up for this review:


	SOFT SWAP - Playing in the same room. May involve touching between the women or between the non-married men and women, but no penetration.

	FULL SWAP - A married couple swapping and having full on intercourse with another couple, either in the same room or separately.

	CASUAL PLAY - Playing in a public space in a social capacity, which means hooking up and socializing at the same time. Usually just some kissing and touching, although it can certainly escalate.

	DAYTIME PLAYTIME - Play during the day, rather than at the end of a long night, which is something I made up the first year and I’m trying to get it going, both as a common swinging term and as a legitimized option for people who don’t keep goddamn raccoon hours.

	PUBLIC PLAY - Play in public that is enough to attract attention. Usually includes oral or intercourse, or a BDSM/kink element.

	A SCENE - An instance of play. Can be anything, including things that don’t seem overtly sexual, if the people involved are getting off on it.

	HARD LIMIT - An activity someone does not want to engage in no matter the circumstances.

	SOFT LIMIT - An activity someone might engage in under the right circumstances, but isn’t fully comfortable with.

	TAKING ONE FOR THE TEAM - Having sex with someone you’re not attracted to so that your partner can have sex with their (hotter) partner.[17]

	GROUP PLAY - Everyone in the same bed playing together.

	SAME-ROOM PLAY - Everyone in the same room but in different places, with the swapped couples playing separately.

	PILLOW PRINCESS - Someone who receives pleasure but is uninterested in reciprocating.

	SEPARATE-ROOM SWAP - A full swap where the shuffled couples are in separate rooms playing, away from the spouses.

	THE LIFESTYLE[18] - Swinging writ large, usually referring specifically to clubs and resorts, but also sometimes to private events.

	TALKING TO - Considering playing with someone, and flirting with them to gauge chemistry.




	



DAY ONE

We pull up to the hotel and are greeted with “Welcome Home!” in the unmistakable Jamaican patois. They will not let us touch our own bags. Drinks are shoved in our hands[19]. We attempt to FaceTime our son but he wants nothing to do with us because he is busy bossing around Nanny and Nano[20]. The front desk lady tries to use my wife’s hula hoop and fails miserably, causing general delight among the staff[21]. We go to the beach and see a sunset with three distinct types of light emanating from a strangely-shaped cloud bank, a kind of sunset I’ve never seen before. We are immediately offered any drugs we can imagine[22] by a guy in a red hat who is part of a drug-dealing operation the structure of which becomes something of an obsession for me as the week progresses. We see a couple we played with last year on our way back and I remember that the guy actually did offer me a blowjob, the only time that has happened in two years at the resort.[23] So that’s the first hour!

One of the coolest things they do at Hedo is give everyone a necklace with their name spelled out in beads the moment they arrive, and have a strong culture of people wearing them almost all the time.[24] The necklaces have different color strings to indicate different levels of comfort with swinging—from “just watching” to “bring it on”[25]. They also have beads that indicate different interests, like LGBT, BDSM, or availability for solo play.[26]

The necklaces might sound kind of cheesy, but they are honestly the single biggest social lubricant of the week besides drugs. If you have a common name, I highly recommend adding a descriptive modifier to your name as it appears on your necklace. “Hot Dan” is easier to remember than one of seven Dans nobody knows anything about.

Other things about which I was reminded at this point and which I really enjoy about Hedo:

—Jamaica is a non-tipping culture. Like, they get offended if you try. The resort is expensive[27] but you pay what you see on the bill. There are extras you can pay for, of course, but I didn’t spend a dollar outside of the menu price, and I never once lacked for something to do.

—No photos or videos of any kind are allowed. This is the only rule that I would say is enforced strictly, and although it’s obviously done for privacy reasons, the result is that most people just leave their phones in their rooms. The degree to which this elevates conversations, makes people feel more present, and just livens the whole atmosphere up is wonderful. There’s no other word for it.[28]

Hedo is set up with a Nude Side and a Prude Side.[29] There’s a central dining hall[30] just inside the lobby, with a bar that lets out onto the deck of the Prude Pool, an awesome pool that I swam in once last year and in which other than that I have hardly seen anybody stick a toe.[31]

Down to the left from there is the Prude Side, the quieter side for sure, down to the Prude Beach with a quiet bar and lots of chairs. Down to the right from the dining hall is the Nude Side, and in the very back, the Nude Pool, where the party really happens. More from there later.

So dinner the first night is on the Prude Beach, and even though people have been walking around naked all day it’s now “Pirates and Mermaids” night[32] and people are wearing various states of dress and undress and this is when you really come face-to-face with why you came here: ~500 people who are on average much more attractive[33] than the average American[34], all of whom have spent a large sum of money to declare that they are extremely open-minded about fucking the everliving shit out of the hottest people they can find this week.


	



Thematic exposition that was written much later but seems to belong here:

Is swinging bad? Is polyamory[35] bad? More to the point here, are they actually even *perceived* as bad anymore? The slogan of Hedo is “Be Bad For A Week”, and I’m sure when it was founded it felt genuinely countercultural, but now I find my eyes wanting to roll at that idea. In the age of Donald Trump’s America[36], the idea of married people sleeping around *with their spouse’s permission* seems tame and almost quaint to me.

It’s certainly true that most people here tell their families they went to Sandals[37], and that it’s a Hedo tradition to walk down the beach and take a single picture in front of Sandals to send home to potentially judgmental loved ones. Whether that means that swinging is still “really” countercultural and dangerous is up for debate. What’s not up for debate is that none of the people doing it talk as if they think they’re maybe potentially doing something bad, either in the sense of moral fear or the sense of titillation. There is discussion of external judgment, but the object-level moral valence of swinging is not discussed at Hedo, ever, as far as I can tell.

What people talk about liking about Hedo is the likemindedness and intimacy of the group dynamic. Most square people will not cast horrible judgment on us if they find out[38], but they will not understand. They’ll think it’s weird, and maybe be curious, but then they’ll go home to their monogamous marriages that are maybe a little boring at times but definitely comfortable and safe, and they’ll shake their heads and wonder what the hell is going on in all of our heads, and knowing that’s how others see you—even if it’s not a moral judgment—can be isolating.

And thus, to be in a group of likeminded people, who require no explanations, is this incredible feeling of freedom and relief. If you’ve had these urges in your mind for a long time and consigned yourself to feeling lonely with them a lot, that relief is paradise.


	



DAY THREE

The gym at Hedo is an experience all its own. The fittest people from a group selected for fitness all working out and showing off for each other like grade-schoolers at recess. I’m not sure if this is strategic or not, but the gym is small and it has A.C, but it’s set high enough that everyone is glistening, and everyone is dressed slutty, and there’s four people wearing matching “Quad Goals” tank tops and overall the place has what we might call primo vibes. There is also a yoga-type open room next door where a twerking class[39] is going on the whole time I’m working out one day, and you’d better believe the wall dividing the two rooms is made of glass.

It’s a nice microcosm of this whole resort experience. I would characterize Hedonism as a replacement-level resort[40]. It’s all good but nothing exceptional[41]. BUT, everything is thought through for people who want a swinger summer camp and it all works together when you get the right people here.

Excellent beds, as you’d imagine at a place like this. King-sized, medium-soft. A/C works very well although you can tell it’s working hard because it’s louder than I’d wish it was. Wifi is fast and consistent. I watched the OKC Thunder game last night after my wife went to bed because the modern world is a goddamn miracle.

I really enjoy the affect of the Jamaican hotel staff as compared to other foreign customer service folks I’ve encountered. They are solicitous and friendly but not obsequious or even unfailingly polite. If you do something dumb they may roll their eyes or even laugh, and they will definitely bark orders at you if they need you to move or whatever. It’s sort of “customer service cured of its codependence” and it meshes well with my personality, although people who want to be treated like royalty should look elsewhere.


	



Things available at the resort that I have not found time to experience in two visits but that may well be excellent:

—Catamaran Rides to far-flung beaches - The weather was terrible this year and the trip was by several accounts an unpleasant disaster, and I heard one guy absolutely screaming at the hotel staff without being quite clear about what they should be doing about it, but presumably it’s not always like that.

—The Playroom - I’ve stopped by during the day and it sure looks fun, but they should open it earlier.

—The Spa - I can get the painful Thai massages I prefer for $50 an hour a mile from my house, there’s no way I’m going to pay a multiple of that amount to have them not go nearly hard enough on me.

—The Piano Bar - The piano player is reportedly excellent and they allow guests to sing karaoke, which sounds awesome, but alas, it also does not open until 10.

—The Wine Bar - You have to pay by the bottle for wine here. I like good wine, but I also like Red Stripe and Tequila Sodas and they’re literally all over the place and included in the room price, so…

—Weedo Heedo - They have an on site dispensary, but I brought vape cartridges in my checked luggage and had no need.


	



DAY ONE

The first night is all butt-sniffing. I’m sure some people get there and immediately start pairing off, but the incentive against that is that the first night or two are the best time to make hot new friends since *everybody* is trying to meet people then, and it seems like most people follow that incentive.

We meet some people from last year, we smile at people across the way who we will try to talk to later, and ultimately there is a moment right when your plate of food gets full from the buffet that you look at the half-full 10-person round tables, try to spot someone who looks cute, walk over to them, and ask if they want some company without your voice breaking or your face doing anything weird.

The great thing about the culture of Hedo is that doing this straightforwardly works. I have never one time been looked at weirdly for doing this! There is a sincerity available when it’s just out there on the table that everybody is sluts and wants to fuck each other, and that sincerity is deeply missing from our modern life.


	



DAY TWO

So, the nude pool. It’s too loud, as all things of its ilk are, but it’s also extremely fun and if you just stand there long enough, an attractive person will likely ask if they can rub glitter on your genitalia.[42] There’s an emcee yelling heavily-accented gibberish into a microphone, and a dozen beautiful Jamaicans standing poolside and gyrating, and intermittently there are contests for hottest body or most sexual positions achieved[43] in ten seconds[44].

Also, it’s only Sunday and people are full-on fucking in the grotto and the tertiary hot tubs already. This bodes well for the week.[45]


	



DAY THREE

There are definitely different shifts/crews at Hedo. We are proud Daytime Crew, which is necessitated by our sleep needs and our distaste for cocaine[46]. There are lots of daytime events, so fine, but the playroom[47] doesn’t even open until 10 pm, and we haven’t actually even once gone and played there. We are determined to make it this year, but I am not in fact hopeful.

Speaking of daytime activities, speed dating! Two rings of couples, an inner and an outer, in chairs facing each other. They feed you a sex-themed question in each round, and then two minutes later, the inner ring moves down two chairs. Standard speed-dating thing, except doubled.

Small sample size and catty opinion incoming, but speed dating seems mostly for uggos and the shy. Of course, I’m one of the people at speed dating, so I probably take it easy on my fellow daters, but it’s my review and I can have a catty moment if I feel like it. Anyway, we meet a couple with teeth so bad that I can’t stop wondering how they have the money to come here but haven’t gotten dental surgery. We meet a woman in a “bi, shy, and ready to cry” T-shirt that is very funny but also sums up a lot of the awkward vibe of the activity.[48]

Now we are back in the room for a lacuna. Pacing yourself is an important component of success here. You’re paying so much for it and the clock is always ticking, so there’s a temptation to go all out at all times, but that’s a recipe for disaster. Even a dedicated drug person will fall out after this long.[49]


	



I’m not a gag Hat/Shirt guy but here were the best five I saw this week:

—“I Bang Dilfs” on a hat worn by a tiny schoolteacher from Boston.

—“I Eat Ass”, simple but effective

—“I want five guys” on a wisp of a housewife from the upper midwest who couldn’t have weighed more than 80 lbs soaking wet.

—“Ask me about my Hotwife”, and you’d best believe I did.

—“I’m here for the gangbang”, and yes he was a dead ringer for Todd Phillips, director and gangbang-cameo star of “Old School”.


	



DAY THREE

One of the risks you take in group sex as a man is not being able to get your dick hard. I think fear of this is a big thing that keeps many men away[50], and not for nothing—if you swing long enough, it will almost certainly happen to you, and it actually happened to me today!

I was out in the sun all day long today, had definitely been drinking, and then right when we were starting to play, something annoying happened[51] that put me in my head, and suddenly I was in a totally non-sexual head space, right as this six-way was starting, and I just couldn’t get back into it. Incredibly frustrating, since I had been very excited moments before. And, of course, once it happens even for a moment, it’s too easy to get in your head with *trying* to get your dick hard instead of thinking about how sexy the situation is and how much you want the person who is in front of you, and once you get to that place, it’s game over.[52]

Cialis and its ilk are ubiquitous here, and in swinging generally, and if you’re going to come here you should definitely get some[53], but I assure you that if you get really in your head, boner pills will not save you. They are a physical boost, but they do not fix a noisy brain. It’s like getting the yips in baseball—the problem is not that your body can’t throw to first base, and a drug that made you throw the ball harder[54] would not solve the problem!

Here is what you should not do if this happens to you: Panic, apologize profusely, blame anyone else, or otherwise make yourself the center of attention. If you feel yourself getting to that place, just say you feel sick and need to stop. Nobody will be mad, and if they are then they’re dickheads you shouldn’t be playing with anyway.

Here is what you *should* do if it happens to you, what I’m proud to say I did today: Chill out and try to get back to enjoying yourself. Sometimes that head change will be enough to get things going again! But even if it’s not, there are other things in a sexual encounter to enjoy and appreciate. I’m by no means a voyeur, but touching and kissing and talking with everybody made me really happy, and it was a nice moment in time that I didn’t turn into a shitty one by letting my ego be at stake in a situation of which I was not in control. There’s a lesson there!

The other lesson is to pick the right partner. Boy can it feel high stakes if your partner gets uptight about your body not cooperating, but someone you’re actually secure in and trust fully can give you the confidence that, as bad as any given moment might be going, ultimately you will be fine.

I’m not talking about my wife’s experience much this week, because the subject matter is sensitive and okay also I’m a self-centered and navel-gazing writer who loves being the center of attention, but make no mistake—Swinging is a couples activity. Just know that in the background of me walking around and having these thoughts there existed this week an open line of communication between my wife and I, much sharing of feelings and checking in, and that if you decide to go to Hedo, you’d better be able to communicate honestly and effectively with your partner, or you’re going to have a bad time.

So the sex ended, as sex always does, and it wasn’t all I hoped it could be but that was fine. I did feel somewhat low-energy and introverted the rest of the day, though, so I turned in early. I’ll try again tomorrow, both in terms of my erection and my social batteries.

In truth, I’m much more worried about the social batteries. My dick gets hard pretty reliably, including a bunch this week already, but being at Hedo, daytime or night time, is a gauntlet of extraversion, and there’s a baseline component of constant talking and friendliness in very loud environments that I find taxing a good deal of the time. It’s necessary and reasonable[55] given the circumstances, but it’s my least favorite part of the week, and for many people it’s reason enough that they should not come here and try.


	



Five random observations about the resort that didn’t fit in anywhere else:


	The room bathrooms are small and just okay, but the out-and-about bathrooms are plentiful, well-located, and luxurious, with full door stalls, European-style, which is a very nice touch.

	The nude pool somehow stays incredibly clean, despite the fact that there are drunk, nude people carrying drinks in it and screwing in and around it about 21 hours a day. The absolute chemist who comes in at 4 a.m. to get that thing ready for the next day is the Walter White of pool guys and I guarantee you he should make more money.

	It really helps socially if you get some kind of recognizable article of clothing and wear it consistently all week. Hats are definitely the favored option[56], although I’ve seen sunglasses or watches work also. It helps give you an identity, which really helps supplement the name tags, especially if you have a common name.

	The guys on the beach that you buy drugs from—there are three of them at busy times—have a system where they all wait down at one end of the beach, and then one at a time they walk the length of the beach and back. It’s best not to approach the ones who are waiting so as not to make them uncomfortable. Stand on the beach and let them come to you, which they will absolutely, definitely do.[57]

	Underpack on clothes, especially shirts, but do bring at least one nice-ish outfit[58] and spend the rest of your suitcase real estate on costumes and sex toys.




	



DAY SIX

More on limp dicks in group sex: People think of swinging as somehow like the porn they have watched, but it’s not like that. The men here are experienced and horny, but they are not professionals, and crucially there is no editing![59]

This means that a lot of the group sex—even, again, with ubiquitous boner pills of prescription strength—is conducted with dicks in various states of hardness and softness. Sure, sometimes a guy just gets hard as a rock in front of fifty people and can fuck for hours, but also, many people return year after year, meaning many of the people who are swinging together have known each other for years and achieved a level of comfort more like an on-again-off-again boyfriend/girlfriend type of relationship. The nuances make a huge difference in turgidity and tumescence!

This goes double for orgasms, for both genders. Again, some people[60] have zero trouble, but I have talked to multiple men on this trip alone who say they literally never orgasm during lifestyle play.

I’m guessing this seems nuts to a lot of people who have never been in this sort of scene, for whom sex is a less complicated proposition. People make this their entire hobby, they spend thousands of dollars on it, knowing in advance that they are not going to do the part of sex that any normal person would say is easily the best part.

So what gives?

Well, a lot of these encounters are about the newness and thrill of bodies touching; the recognition of like-minded people and the desire to be close with them; extreme sexual practices[61] that are only safe to do with experienced people; a desire to identify one’s self outside of acceptable societal norms[62]; social status and validation; a deep psychological need to feel you are getting the most out of life; an openness to experience trait set so high that you are constantly getting bored with the routines necessary to maintain a reasonably comfortable existence.

Zero percent of that stuff depends on achieving orgasm, or even getting your dick hard.

I love this quote from Oscar Wilde: “Everything is about sex, except sex. Sex is about power.” This place proves that saying true because if there ever were a place where sex was just about sex, it would be here, but it’s not.[63] I look around the dining hall and the nude pool and what I see is an incredible mass of complex psychologies that are being served by what’s different about this place and the freedom that difference enjoins.[64]


	



DAY FIVE

Tougher day today. Less fun and we skipped out early on the party tonight. We are both tired, we don’t really want to drink heavily anymore, and the music is just so fucking loud. Beyond that, though, a full week of this exposes the limitations of the genre. It’s just so much sex, all the time, that it is easy to get tipped over into nothing actually feeling sexy[65].

Like just today—My wife and I woke up and had sex, then later I went to the pool and had more sex, then I talked to people while other people had sex around me, and we talked about who was hot and who wanted to have sex with whom, then we all got into sexy costumes and went to dinner, then watched a professional show that was heavy on simulated sex, then a play party immediately started where everyone was dancing and doing BDSM and having sex. And that was a slow day!

It can be like eating too much sugar, where suddenly sweets seem inedible, and only eating something salty will restore the deliciousness of sugar. I was at the party tonight and suddenly it all just seemed sort of gross and contrived and a chore. Instead of exciting and spontaneous, the sex seemed impersonal and transactional and I didn’t want to be around it anymore, so we came back to the room and watched Severance, which was certainly a dose of salt to cure my sweet tooth!

Also, wanting to be sober is a problem here, and I really like being sober these days, especially for sex. The music volume and the socializing demands really incentivize me to drink, but every drink I have makes the sex less enjoyable![66]

The flip side of that coin is that when I’m sober, I find people who are really fucked up pretty annoying[67], and less sexy. And I definitely find the sex I can have with really fucked up people much less interesting than the sex I can have with sober people whom I trust.

What obsesses me about sex is the nuance, the intensity, the intimacy. It is one of the most direct ways to access another person’s consciousness. And, if their consciousness is impaired, then you just can’t have that kind of intense, connected sex.[68] The best environment for the kind of sex I want to have is sober and quiet, so it really sticks out that this place is the diametric opposite of that!

It’s still extremely fun. Genitals in mouths feels real good. Exhibitionism by the pool is a thrill, and there are a hell of a lot of pretty, slutty people here. For many people, that’s plenty, and God bless them. But for me it has this saccharine quality where I love it for a while, until my tolerance is gone in an instant.

What seems crazy to me is that these people are all so hot and so overtly slutty, and many of them are actually also smart and interesting and charismatic… they shouldn’t need all this to want to fuck each other! Sex is the greatest pleasure available to humankind—what are we even doing with the headache-inducing music and the constant grind of activities?[69]

I keep having this fantasy that everybody feels this way—that if we only turned the music to a reasonable volume and kicked the coke dealer off the beach and didn’t wait to open the playroom or the piano bar until 10 pm, and we could all eat and lounge and talk in peace until we knew who we actually liked as human beings, everyone would be happier.

Looking around the actual resort at the other guests and staff and the fact that Hedo has been in business a really long time, I am forced to acknowledge this for a fantasy—most people seem to revel in this. At this moment, alone in my room while my wife sleeps beside me, accompanied by the sound of the crackling air conditioner and the distant thump of drums, it is a lonely realization.


	



Amazing things I have seen and/or done this week that are prurient and unnecessary to the review per se but which I felt impelled to include:

—A man getting a blowjob while eating a breakfast burrito.

—A woman strapped to a spanking bench beside the nude pool, while dozens of people were invited up to take turns spanking her, and most of the people in the pool not even reacting or noticing that this was happening in their vicinity.

—Three couples having sex in the window of three adjacent hotel rooms simultaneously, without seeming to have coordinated the triple show or even being aware of each other.

—A woman wearing high heels, a feather boa, a bejeweled tiara, and nothing else, puking into a trash can.

—A six way on the raft just offshore at the nude beach, with 50+ people watching from the beach, and a Sandals Resort tour boat with incredible timing parked twenty feet farther offshore with two dozen squares aboard, all absolutely losing their minds watching the show.

—A woman explaining in all seriousness that she felt bad that men were going to be excluded from the all-girl orgy someone had organized, and so she was going to try to suck as much dick as possible during it to “make things right, karmically”.


	



DAY EIGHT

On the plane home. Back in the square world, civilization, boring old life as it exists almost everywhere. Unhappy, unattractive people haunt the edges of my vision. Everyone is on their phones. The barriers of politeness that keep me from talking to anyone I want at any time feel thick and obtrusive and oppressive, compared to the open-hearted ease of the atmosphere beside the nude pool. What Burners call “The Default World” is suffused with distance, from other and from self, so thoroughly that it’s difficult to even notice until you get to a place where a special group of people cast the arcane spell that removes the distance, at least temporarily.

That is the real magic of Hedo. The sex is a byproduct of the demographic and the intention, but the secret sauce that allows those ingredients to coalesce into hot sex and profound freedom is the feeling in the hearts of those who seek escape from the stilted, bureaucratic, unsexy world into which we’ve all been consigned.

It’s summer camp for sluts, in concept. But in fullness it is a great deal more, a release from shackles most people will never even know they’re wearing, or will mistake for armor if they do notice. Those who come and come back to this place are seeking not just sex, not mere play, but an ecstatic state of being that is wholly unavailable elsewhere, having been stamped out of existence by the insane capitalistic impulse to flatten everything, to make everything like the most profitable thing, without a thought or care for the human spirit.

Hedo is, of course, a capitalistic enterprise. Indeed, it is prohibitively expensive and environmentally dodgy and exploitative of the locals in all the traditionally capitalistic ways. And yet, and this is a paradox I can’t really explain, the energy there fights back against that very logic, the very scheme that enables its existence, by providing a venue to seek something that cannot be bought, cannot even be given, but can only be conjured by those with the discernment to avoid speaking its name too loudly, lest it be frightened away.

If you don’t love sex or can’t imagine sharing your partner, then you shouldn’t go to Hedo. But you—and all of us—must seek these spaces, this openness, this awareness and energy, in some form or another, because the smothering effects of the bureaucratic capitalistic machine are a ratchet, and will only press more and more heavily as we approach the impending A.I. panopticon dystopia.[70]

Viva Hedo. Viva Young Swingers Week. I can’t say if I’ll be back, because right now the idea of doing this again makes me anxious bordering on nauseous, but I know that I will think of this place, with a shiver down my spine, and yearn for it when the banal, quotidian torture of daily life is at its most menacing.

It’s wild to be back out in the square world. Everything seems dulled. I’m walking the concourse and looking at faces and so many of the eyes seem dead. I didn’t realize how alive everyone seemed there until I was gone.

Going to Hedo really highlights the ephemeral and simulacrum nature of sex in the square world. There’s this glossy sheen over ~everything of the most fake and feeble sexuality. It feels like the straight world was designed by a space alien that had read a lot about human sexuality but never actually performed the act or talked to anyone who had.

That is the way the Hedo still feels dangerous and relevant—not that we’re going to be outcasts but that we’re the keepers of some ancient wisdom, that sexuality is not only about aesthetics and status, but also at some point about bodies in contact, eyes meeting in desire of uncertain depth, doing the thing that humans were more than any other act designed to accomplish.

Back here on the outside, I feel sad for these people, who don’t have the nervous system or the life experience or whatever it is that not only allows me to do this but compels me to do it. I’m grateful to have been made this way, and I’m grateful to Hedo for proving, more than anyone or anything else ever has, that I am not alone.


Notes


[1]

After an unpleasant moment in the middle of the dining hall.



[2]

This is, of course, assuming you’re a serious swinger. There is absolutely a way to treat Hedo like a normal resort and just enjoy being naked in a sexy atmosphere. This review is not about that. This review is about Being In The Mix.



[3]

There is no direct flight from Seattle to Jamaica, thus my knowledge of O’Hare’s petty humiliations.



[4]

My mother, for example, who asked this question repeatedly until I was forced to admit the truth to her.



[5]

The passive voice here indicates that I have not been to these properties and am characterizing them based on reviews from other swingers with whom I spoke.



[6]

No sex in public, most importantly.



[7]

Two big rules at Hedo are no vaping in the pool and no clothes anywhere near the nude pool or nude beach, to give you an idea.



[8]

I consider this word a compliment, and also genderless. There’s a stereotype that all men are just constantly horny and promiscuous, but this is untrue. Some of us are much worse than others.



[9]

Or Throuples, which is just what it sounds like.



[10]

I think single women are allowed, but I didn’t meet any. It’s all couples.



[11]

There is a bit of a scandal this week because apparently Hedo allowed five single men to book rooms and people are mad about it. I never met one, and I don’t understand why they would want to attend. It seems like it would be a socially and sexually excruciating experience.



[12]

Every week is bisexual week for the ladies. Not all women who attend are bisexual, but there’s definitely some amount of pressure/expectation to be that I could imagine being awkward if you’re just a really straight woman.



[13]

Upon arriving at Hedo everyone is given a necklace with their name spelled out in beads. More about this later.



[14]

For a couple you’re looking at ~4k for the week in a basic room and not including flights. (But the basic rooms are fine and there’s actually not that much variation.)



[15]

No small task for an ambivert like me to summon that kind of social battery!



[16]

This is our second year at Hedo, and we met our boyfriend and girlfriend here last year.



[17]

Every couple says they don’t do this, but my guess is that everybody has done it at some point, they just don’t admit it even to their partner or themselves.



[18]

I find this term kind of icky for some reason.



[19]

A note on drinks: The margaritas are terrible here. The Tequila Sunrises are marginally better. Best is to tell them *exactly* what you want in the drink, not make it too fancy, and then they’re pretty good. The people serving drinks here are heroes and I do not mean to imply they’re bad at their jobs, I couldn’t hack it for a day.



[20]

One of his several grandmas and grandpas, with whom he is staying this week in Mexico.



[21]

I find it somewhat difficult to understand Jamaicans, except when they start laughing and joking with each other, at which point it’s completely impossible.



[22]

His actual words were: “I’m like the CVS around here, Brotha!”



[23]

And which was a very friendly and generous gesture, I hasten to add!



[24]

Way more places in life should do this. ALL parties should do this!



[25]

(With consent, ofc. There’s no string that means people can just walk up and start groping you.)



[26]

“We only play together” is a common and understandable limit for couples.



[27]

To me. I’m sure there are much more expensive ones where the other guests don’t even have the common decency to fuck you!



[28]

It makes me wish we’d never invented the damn things, frankly.



[29]

These are, of course, relative terms. “Prude” in this case meaning you are allowed but not required to wear clothes. The only place you absolutely have to wear clothes is in the restaurants, and even there they are pretty lax as long as you have anything covered that might leak grossness onto their chairs.



[30]

Think nice-college-level facility.



[31]

It’s actually cool to have a really underutilized pool if you need a break and somewhere quiet to chill for a while, I consider this a real amenity.



[32]

Costumes are a big deal here.



[33]

This is the most attractive and age-appropriate group of swingers I, personally, have ever been around, and it’s not close.



[34]

They are far from all American, of course. I met people from as far as Dubai and Estonia. And Canadians are weirdly overrepresented, like 10x what you would expect based on pure population numbers.



[35]

The swinging/polyamorous distinction is basically “We are a married couple having sex with other married couples, but our emotional connection to them is strictly limited in some ways” vs. “We are emotionally connecting to other people, typically dating separately, and the limits on our outside relationships are more up for negotiation.” (Or some people date “solo poly” without a primary partner—it’s a much more umbrella term.) This distinction is, of course, not a bright line but a continuum, it’s just useful to have a sense of the difference. My wife and I are proudly polyamorous, which typically means at Hedo we are more interested than average in going on dates with other couples, spending time getting to know them before playing, etc. (Although we are much LESS insistent on that than the median American!)



[36]

This is not a political essay—I’m speaking about the Trump aesthetic, particularly the not-even-disguised serial adultery.



[37]

A well-known resort next door to Hedo.



[38]

If this review becomes a finalist I plan to put my name on it, and I realize I am setting myself up to learn a hard lesson about other people’s judgment here, but it’s what I think and so fate I shall tempt.



[39]

A remarkably well-attended and uniformly spandex-clad twerking class, I hasten to add.



[40]

Disclosure: I do not have much resort experience—I was an adventure traveler until parenthood hit so it all seems quite luxurious to me—but this is my guess based on talking to a lot of people.



[41]

(and, like, better than kings and queens 100 years ago, obviously)



[42]

This is not a hypothetical example.



[43]

“Achieved” meaning “simulated”. The real thing would be an incredible feat with that much of an audience.



[44]

The woman of the couple who ends up winning the sexual positions contest is so turned on by the experience that she drops to her knees and starts fellating people indiscriminately.



[45]

There is typically a progression in people’s comfort level as the week progresses, so that much ice-breaking this early on in the week raises the overall ceiling on the level of bacchanalia possible by Friday.



[46]

Which is rampant here. I didn’t realize until now how much it snowed in the tropics.



[47]

An open-air orgy space/BDSM Dungeon.



[48]

Which was still fun, but we’re not going for the laughs.



[49]

There are always exceptions, of course. I once camped at The Burn with a thoracic surgeon who took acid continuously without sleeping for seven straight days, dosing 3-4 times a day, and on like day six of this managed to get his dick hard in the Orgydome in front of a hundred people, keep it hard while having sex with a condom on, and then achieve orgasm. It remains a feat of sexual potency and prowess that I can hardly believe was real even though I saw it happen, so what I’m saying is that anything is possible!



[50]

It’s hardly ever a listed reason, but it’s my hunch.



[51]

I am intentionally being vague here. The person who annoyed me is not responsible for my limp dick, and I don’t want even that person to know who they are if they happen to read this.



[52]

Or, as a very funny man said to my wife this week, “It’s dead, Broski.”



[53]

And I, in point of fact, had taken some when this happened to me today.



[54]

(so to speak, hehe—I’m trying to not just do this constantly but this one was a happy accident and I’m keeping it.)



[55]

With the notable exception of the music volume, which should be half of what it is, and that is an objective fact, not my opinion.



[56]

Our quad got matching hats for the pool this year and they have been a hit.



[57]

As far as quality, our friend brought a testing kit and the Molly was quite good. Supposedly the coke was the same though I did not imbibe. This is as expected—these guys are clearly operating with the tacit blessing of the resort, and they’re not going to get that if they’re either poisoning or ripping off guests. Plus it’s such a plum concession to get anyway that why would they take a chance? It’s not like you can’t make money selling people quality drugs!



[58]

I cannot recommend linen highly enough in this climate.



[59]

In other words, loss of wood while filming porn is also common, you just don’t see that part, except for people with that kink, for whom their are compilations of such porn moments to sate their longing for humiliation.



[60]

Especially some women.



[61]

e.g. gangbangs, of which there are several organized during this week.



[62]

Which, as discussed, is getting harder to do as society gets coarsened (numbed?) by the internet.



[63]

My guess is that many of my fellow guests would disagree, and reasonable minds can certainly see things differently.



[64]

Freedom, of course, being a form of power, to bring it back to the Wilde quote.



[65]

I imagine this is a ‘duh’ for many readers, but Hedo is literally the first time this has ever really happened to me.



[66]

Not NOT enjoyable, but less, and I’m a worse lover.



[67]

Molly isn’t so bad, but there’s also a ton of coke here, and oh, man.



[68]

There is a TON to fill this out that simply will not fit into this review, but that paragraph is the essence.



[69]

I have a longstanding fantasy about starting a sex resort in the mountains, where I prefer the weather, that has the vibe of more of a self-improvement/retreat/festival atmosphere, with nature and hiking and a hobby farm and no cocaine, but also with an overtly sexual component like Hedo has. If any wealthy slut wants to bankroll this, I am willing to construct, run, and be the face of it. Get in touch. Despite the pessimism of the following paragraphs, I am convinced that this could be an extremely successful venture and that there’s a demographic of people who would never go to Hedo but who would love this.



[70]

(If we’re in the good part of the distribution!)






Synanthropes - Love thy infestation

[image: ]

Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights, oil on oak panels, circa 1450–1516

Synanthropes are animals that live near and benefit from human activity. Think of the swarms of rats, pigeons, and cockroaches in city centers, racoons rifling through trash cans in the night, foxes slinking through the suburbs, and macaques mugging tourists in Kuala Lumpur. The thesis of this review is that, although I don’t personally enjoy their company, synanthropes are very good and deserving of your respect.

Why review anything at all?

Let me begin with a digression: What’s the point of reviewing anything?

One purpose is to resolve asymmetric information issues. Consumers don’t know the quality of movies, books, and resale goods on Amazon before buying them, which has the potential to cause a market-for-lemons-style collapse. Reviews distribute information, directing consumption towards high-quality products, incentivizing long-term investment in quality production, and increasing market efficiency. Unfortunately, unless you’re interested in purchasing a mischief of brown rats for your basement, this doesn’t apply to a review of synanthropes.

Another reason is to tell you what to think. Taste-making is an immensely valuable service—in the absence of genuine convictions, people may want to coordinate with their social circle on which ideas, shoes styles, politicians, and pieces of art are valuable. Imagine deciding how you feel about a movie without checking Letterboxd first! I agree, it’s a terrifying prospect. Understanding what other people like and what’s on trend, in many contexts, is as essential information as any objective measures of quality. Unfortunately, once again, this review doesn’t fit the bill. It is incredibly easy to coordinate tastes on skunks, rats, and pigeons. The expected opinion is that they are gross, disease-ridden, a nuisance, and therefore bad. We can all safely converge on that.

We’re getting warmer, though. I am trying to tell you what to think. I’m just not doing it for the sake of social coordination. Instead, I’m trying to accomplish a shift in perspective for three reasons. First and foremost, because it’s fun to bring other people around to your own point of view. Secondly, it’s because I believe the outlook I’m arguing for is more pleasurable to hold than the standard view. If it is accepted that neither view has greater instrumental value or epistemic grounding, it is better to adopt the more pleasurable one. This sort of goal is often pursued through defamiliarization. See Erik Hoel’s wonderful recent piece “The Lore of the World” or John Green’s book The Anthropocene Reviewed for examples. The effect is usually a brief but pleasurable feeling of awe at the strangeness and beauty of the world. It allows us to step momentarily off the hedonic treadmill and feel like a child again. I’m after something similar, but not the same. Synanthropes, especially of the domestic rat-and-cockroach variety, are intuitively repugnant and I don’t expect you to feel awe at the thought of them. Instead, I want you to grudgingly respect them.

Third, I’m engaging in a bait-and-switch where I say I’m reviewing synanthropes, while actually I’m trying to shift the values you use to evaluate a broader class of phenomena. More on that later. For now, enough meta-commentary. On to the real review.

What makes a good animal?

Animals are beautiful, inspiring, and moving. They are essential to human myth-making and self-understanding. They are deserving of moral consideration and their suffering should be minimized. They are also, in a metaphysical sense, as pointless as humanity. They are produced by evolutionary factors, they exist within the constraints of an ecosystem, and they take from and give to that ecosystem in ways that they have no control over. They have no capacity for moral judgement. As a result, it’s difficult to evaluate the value of an animal's life the way we might with a human. Is a zebra morally superior to the lion that kills it, by dint of being a herbivore? No, obviously not.

This may seem like the end of the story, but it’s not. While animals can’t be judged for the way evolution and environment makes them act, their actions still have moral valence. Whether an animal is “good” depends not on its aesthetics or its capacity for moral judgement and more on its ability to survive and flourish without destabilizing its surroundings. An animal is “good,” in this view, when it contributes to the resilience of its ecosystem rather than undermining it. Invasive species, in this view, are the quintessential villains of nature. Their proliferation destroys endemic species and drives the ecosystem’s long-term viability to the brink. In the worst cases, they destroy it and eventually themselves.

Good animals create balance or refrain from disrupting it. The reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone National Park is a famous example. Wolves were feared and vilified for generations, but they turned out to be key to the park’s ecological balance. Their predation on deer and elk allowed overgrazed vegetation to recover, which in turn stabilized the soil and allowed a cascade of other species to flourish. Wolves were good not because they were moral actors that avoided consuming other species, but because they stabilized a system that had been unraveling in their absence. Goodness, for animals, consists in part of long-term ecological functionality.

A Digression on the Daoist Concept of Uselessness

Yes, I’m already digressing again. Yes, most of the digression is a Daoist parable as long as the previous section. Read it:

“Carpenter Shih went to Ch’i and, when he got to Crooked Shaft, he saw a serrate oak standing by the village shrine. It was broad enough to shelter several thousand oxen and measured a hundred spans around, towering above the hills. The lowest branches were eighty feet from the ground, and a dozen or so of them could have been made into boats. There were so many sightseers that the place looked like a fair, but the carpenter didn’t even glance around and went on his way without stopping.

His apprentice stood staring for a long time and then ran after Carpenter Shih and said, ‘Since I first took up my ax and followed you, Master, I have never seen timber as beautiful as this. But you don’t even bother to look, and go right on without stopping. Why is that?’

‘Forget it—say no more!’ said the carpenter. ‘It’s a worthless tree! Make boats out of it and they’d sink; make coffins and they’d rot in no time; make vessels and they’d break at once. Use it for doors and it would sweat sap like pine; use it for posts and the worms would eat them up. It’s not a timber tree—there’s nothing it can be used for. That’s how it got to be that old!’

After Carpenter Shih had returned home, the oak tree appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘What are you comparing me with? Are you comparing me with those useful trees? The cherry apple, the pear, the orange, the citron, the rest of those fructiferous trees and shrubs—as soon as their fruit is ripe, they are torn apart and subjected to abuse. Their big limbs are broken off, their little limbs are yanked around. Their utility makes life miserable for them, and so they don’t get to finish out the years Heaven gave them, but are cut off in mid-journey. They bring it on themselves—the pulling and tearing of the common mob. And it’s the same way with all other things.

‘As for me, I’ve been trying a long time to be of no use, and though I almost died, I’ve finally got it. This is of great use to me. If I had been of some use, would I ever have grown this large? Moreover, you and I are both of us things. What’s the point of this—things condemning things? You, a worthless man about to die—how do you know I’m a worthless tree?’”

The gnarled old tree is spared the axe because its wood is too twisted to be of use. It lives a long, undisturbed life precisely because it is considered worthless. The point with respect to animals is that our conventional ideas of value are hopelessly biased. Animals that are useful to humans, who provide food, labor, and beauty, are more often systematically exploited. Animals that are useful to other animals as prey are consumed. It is often better, from a tree or an animal’s perspective, to be altogether useless.

This could lead to contradiction with the criterion we just set up. It suggests both insurmountable subjectivity—”What’s the point of this—things condemning things?”—and the selfish pursuit of the tree’s own desire to live long and grow large. Yet from the perspective of ecological functionality, a species is considered valuable explicitly because it serves another species' purposes and keeps the ecosystem stable. Deer are valuable because they feed wolves; wolves are valuable because they eat deer. A species pursuing only its subject sense of goodness could easily become invasive. The resolution is that while ecological viability is the definition of a morally good species, it does not maximize a species’s wellbeing. A species may well accomplish both.

Uselessness provides an escape from exploitation while preserving a species’ morality. The old tree does no harm to the environment around it, although it takes up space, as all living things must. It even provides shade to shelter oxen and beauty to sightseers. But it contributes in ways that leaves itself unharmed, creating a life more pleasant and no more harmful than countless other species.

Animals that find both subjectively and objectively good ecological niches deserve our respect. Synanthropes are such animals.

But they’re leeches on society!

Of course, synanthropes do cause harm. The problem with rats and raccoons, you might reasonably argue, is that in addition to being useless, they steal from humans. We have to expend resources controlling their population. We feel varying levels of fear and disgust at the sight of them. They take everything they want, and they contribute nothing. Synanthropy is parasitism, plain and simple.

I agree. Synanthropes are parasites, and the label comes with vast amounts of associative baggage. Parasitism, in people, is universally reviled. We disdain hangers-on and free riders as lazy and shameless. They are an affront to the spirit of mutual reliance that the most fulfilling aspects of human civilization are built on.

But for animals, the logic doesn’t hold. In the context of humanity's global dominance, synanthropes feeding off of humans is indistinguishable from breathing the air and the basking sun. Our resources, relative to the desires of a rat, are so vast as to be non-rivalrous.

In truth, despite their parasitism, they are no threat to humanity’s continued flourishing. They thus meet the first, objective criterion for animal goodness, that they do not disrupt their own ecosystem and damage the prospects of other species. They also meet the second, uselessness criterion. By being repulsive, they exist on their own terms, unlikely to be exploited or employed for human purposes. This is, in my view, incredibly admirable.

The parasitic adaptability of synanthropes may be a lesson for humanity. You might be aware that some credible people estimate that AI will change the world to an absurd degree by the end of the decade. Even if we avoid doomsday, technological change is going to irrevocably alter the way people relate to themselves and the world. If superintelligence emerges, humanity might become a parasite soon enough. We could do well to learn from synanthropes, and find a niche where we’re useless enough to avoid exploitation and unobstructive enough to avoid extermination.

I still dread finding mouse droppings in the cupboard. I’m put off by pigeons’ beady eyes and rats’ worm tails. I fear finding cockroaches in the shower and spiders in the cellar. I resent that raccoons strew trash across the street and seagulls steal my snacks at the beach. But despite it all, I can’t help but respect them.

A silly poem to end things off

Fat beggars in the daytime

Masked robbers in the night

Do not know from where they’ve fallen

Do not know wrong from right

Do not know what to aspire to

Do now know who to fight

But knotty wood repels the axe

More than shows of might

Like so grand designs are thwarted

Like so they sate their appetite

Here’s to Nature’s useless tool

All hail the parasite!




Tenga Arte Drape

Tenga Arte Drape is a new sex toy for people with penises. It’s a jiggly cylinder made of semi-transparent TPE polymer material, 14cm (5½”) long and 5cm (2”) wide. On one end there's an opening that can be penetrated for sexual pleasure. First released on the Japanese domestic market in late 2024 together with its sibling Tenga Arte Weave, it reached international markets just in time to be reviewed here.

Many brands that compete in the market for penis toys try to mimic heteronormative PiV intercourse, the purported be-all and end-all of sex. One can buy disembodied vulvas reproduced in intricate detail, accompanied by marketing materials in which conventionally attractive women in elaborate lace lingerie promise that any given product is as good as or even better than sex with a porn star. Tenga Arte Drape is emphatically not like that. It’s a simple, colorful toy designed to be used for pleasure on its own terms without selling you on a mainstream heteronormative narrative about what sex ought to be or what it signifies about your life. It’s not a substitute for other, presumably more “real” sex acts, but rather it stands on its own as a legitimate sexual experience. By designing and branding their products like this, Tenga addresses the social taboo around masturbation. If you were raised — like me — with sex-negative messages that masturbation is supposedly a grave sin or at least something to be ashamed of, experimenting with Tenga products can help you reevaluate your beliefs about your own sexuality and how the art of masturbation fits therein.

The Drape is very easy to use. To get started, you just apply lube and insert the erect penis. A sample packet of lube is provided.[1] The experience of masturbating with the Drape can only be described as intuitive — the soft material directly transfers any applied hand pressure and the toy weighs only 130g (4.5oz), light enough not to get in the way. It's stretchy and squishy, and I'm reasonably sure that it can accommodate a broad range of penis shapes and sizes. For some people who get to use it with a partner, it might be cool that the toy is semi-transparent and you can see what happens to the penis inside. There are two spiraling ribbons in pink and purple that freely “drape” around, as if carried by wind. The ribbons protrude on the inside, spaced roughly 1cm (1/2“) apart from each other, and they come with horizontally ribbed texture. These ribbons are the main source of sensation when the toy slides up and down the penis. Just as the touch receptors reset after processing one sensation, another ribbon slides along creating more pleasurable sensations to process. For me personally, this feels borderline too intense, but I’m not sure if I can qualify that sensation in any way outside of my subjectivity.

The stretchy material is not the most durable. Based on my experience with earlier, similar Tenga products, I expect it to last less than a year of regular use. It’s completely waterproof and can be used in a bath, where it conveniently contains any messy bodily fluids involved in masturbation. For thorough cleaning after each use, it can be flipped inside-out and washed with mild soap. I wish more penis toys had this ability to be flipped inside-out because it makes cleaning so much easier. After washing, the Drape can be put on the provided air-drying stand. The TPE material used is a bit of a lint magnet, so the toy is best stored in its clear protective case. For hygiene reasons, this product is not recommended for sharing with multiple partners.

Tenga is celebrating their 20th anniversary. With two decades of experience in this market they  have a solid understanding of the design and engineering constraints they need to take into account. A good penis toy needs to strike a delicate balance of sensations for the different types of touch receptors in a penis. It needs to be as ergonomic as masturbating with a bare hand — a movement that’s intimately familiar to the users. It needs to be manufactured with hygienic and body-safe materials and be easy to clean, and of course it cannot be too expensive. Only once these unique design challenges are met will the product ultimately be successful in the market.

Tenga has been constantly iterating on product design. For many years, all their products used bold red-black-white colors. The newer product lines, such as Tenga Arte and Tenga Puffy, use soft pastel colors and less geometric, more “organic” design language. Notably, the pink and purple color scheme of Tenga Arte Drape is feminine-coded in Western culture. The Drape’s overall design is an iteration of the earlier Tenga Spinner product line, but it abandons the geometric rhythm of the Spinner.

Concave shapes are known to be inherently difficult for injection molding technology, which makes the design of this product particularly impressive because its concave shape is its raison d'être. To showcase Tenga’s prowess with molding soft TPE polymers, they mold two separate, narrow ribbons of colorful material with interesting, pleasurable texture on the inside of the Drape’s body. By releasing products like this, Tenga demonstrates that they’re years ahead of their competition.

As of this writing, Tenga Arte Drape retails for a fairly affordable €26 / $23 / £23, which places it in the lower range of the Tenga product catalog, next to product lines such as Tenga Spinner and Tenga Air-Tech. If you have a penis you like to play with, or if you have a special friend who has a penis you like to play with, you might try using Tenga products such as their newest release, Tenga Arte Drape. Human penises come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and distributions of touch receptors and there’s infinite nuance to how each person subjectively experiences sexual pleasure; therefore, for each person, a different Tenga product may be the “Goldilocks” sex toy. I am but a stranger reviewing everything-except-books on the Internet and I don’t know you or your body, so who am I to offer you a final recommendation at the end of this review? At that price point, it might be feasible for you to buy Tenga Arte Drape just to try how it feels. Maybe you’ll like it.


Notes


[1]

This toy is designed to be used with water-based lube only; silicone- or oil-based lube will ruin it.






Testosterone

I am here to talk to you about Testosterone.  I’m going to focus on reviewing TRT overall, but will also briefly look at testosterone (henceforth “T”) in “steroid” amounts, as part of a risk triangulation.

Why am I writing to you about T?  Because simply put, it is THE single largest quality of life intervention available to most men.  To a first approximation, it will make you more muscular, more energetic, let you train and recover better, give you more focus and motivation, AND make you feel happier, hornier, and more engaged with life.

I’m also writing because I think it might have a chance to marginally impact the greatest waste of talent in our generation, which we’ll get into later.

That’s a big list of benefits – perhaps implausibly big.  You’re probably right to be skeptical.

What I hope to do here is relate the upsides and downsides - along with my own and others’ experiences - and ultimately convince you that the potential upsides are large enough, and the downside risks small and mitigatable enough, that you should be willing to try T and see if those benefits are true for yourself.

So let's get started

To give you some context and background, I was a regionally competitive athlete when younger, and if you know anything about competitive athletics, you’ll know that Testosterone use is fairly prevalent in a lot of sports.  Now that I’m older, I’m on TRT myself, and know many other people on TRT. So I have experience in both worlds - the steroid world, where people use “gear” to raise their T-levels to supraphysiological levels, and the medically-approved TRT world.

What benefits does Testosterone drive?

Obviously, a lot of physical ones, and that’s why athletes use it - but there are significant positive mental and quality of life effects, and that’s the core of the benefit I’m talking to you about today.


	Significantly greater hypertrophy, improved oxygenation under load, and greater work capacity, and better physical recovery

	Related to the above, greater baseline energy in day to day life.

	Testosterone is actually a significant (and under-rated) nootropic (gwern.net), and typically drives higher motivation, higher status seeking, and higher risk-taking, while also improving concentration and focus in many users.

	Testosterone, especially for older men, drives greater joie de vivre and often helps them feel younger, more vital, and more engaged with life.

	Testosterone increases libido, often significantly.



So it will make you ripped, more energetic, let you train and recover better, give you more focus and motivation, AND make you feel happier, hornier, and more engaged with life? Those are *massive* upsides!

And let me just reiterate what “more motivation and focus” means in practical terms - it means less akrasia, less procrastination, more DOING and accomplishing and less taking the lazy and easy roads, in multiple areas of life.

There’s a reason it’s used by athletes, too - it makes you want to use your body!  It makes you want to get in the gym or out in the world and push yourself!

So where’s the downside?? Why aren’t people passing this stuff out like candy to every guy in town?

The possible downsides are many and varied, because testosterone affects nearly every system in your body.

Possible Downsides


	Higher blood pressure

	Higher cholesterol

	Impaired insulin production

	(For orals) liver stress and potential damage

	(For orals) kidney stress and potential damage

	Acne

	Irritability (For some, with decent evidence this is psychosomatic)

	Male pattern baldness / hair loss

	Gynecomastia (aka “bitch tits”)

	Thickening of ventricular walls

	Immune suppression and greater susceptibility to infections

	Over time, it suppresses your HPG axis and you stop producing testosterone endogenously

	It impacts fertility and sperm quality, with exogenous testosterone being a 60-98% effective male fertility suppressant while you’re on it



If you dig into the literature, you’ll even find individual case studies where people claim to have suffered tumors, liver failure, and cardiomyopathy from steroid use.[1]

Man. Well, you know, some of that stuff sounds pretty bad, actually.

But as Paracelsus tells us, the dose makes the poison, and I think you’ll find that at reasonable doses, the side effects are both uncommon and typically minimal.

Still better: the side effects are measurable, monitorable, and mitigatable.

TRT risks

In TRT, for example, which typically tops out at 200mg per week, you’re simply bringing a man’s testosterone levels back to a more normal or youthful benchmark. The risks are generally minimal to positive in these cases, because these levels are found in actual people everywhere.

And just speaking firsthand for myself, and from my dad, and from a few other older gym buddies, TRT is life-changing in terms of quality of life. Especially if you were pretty hard charging when younger - it’s like it de-ages you by 10+ years, it’s amazing.

From Llewellyn’s Anabolics, 10th ed:


“Unlike steroid abuse, hormone replacement therapy may have benefits with regard to cardiovascular disease risk. For example, studies tend to show hormone replacement as having a positive effect on serum lipids. This includes a reduction in LDL and total cholesterol levels, combined with no significant change in HDL (good) cholesterol levels.[2] Testosterone supplementation also reduces midsection obesity, and improves insulin sensitivity and glycemic control.[3] These are important factors in metabolic syndrome, which may also be involved in the progression of atherosclerosis.”



Worried about aggression or “roid rage?”  TRT levels are physiological, and countless studies have failed to find correlations between physiological T levels and aggression.

A famous study by Book et al. (2001), a meta-analysis of 45 studies with 54 independent effect sizes, found only a weak relationship (.14) between testosterone and aggression, with the strongest effect in the 13-21 age group. Archer et al. (2005) attempted to replicate Book et al., but found an even lower relationship (.09).

It’s probably more likely to make you a better husband and father - Grebe et al. (2019) did another meta-analysis of 79 studies and found testosterone level predicted positive, but small, relationships with pair bonding (.15), mate acquisition behavior (.21) and fatherhood / fathering behaviors (.19).

And of course, we can bracket the health and aggression risks by looking at higher-than-TRT doses, and we can rest comfortably knowing that TRT doses should have correspondingly lower risks.  Let’s do that.

300-600mg / week risks

So given that supraphysiological doses are technically illegal, if quite common,[4] it’s difficult to find RCT’s comparing steroid users to placebo groups. I’ve tried to find and highlight only the strongest and highest quality studies here.

(A) How about a 25 study Cochran, medline, embase meta analysis studying AAS use in athletes and looking at the side effects:

Andrews, et al. Physical Effects of Anabolic-androgenic Steroids in Healthy Exercising Adults: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis (2018)

Only 13/25 studies had negative effects at all, and the negative effects were all minor (and occurred about as often in the placebo groups) - they encompassed slightly changed LDL / HDL cholesterol levels, acne, and irritability:
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This argues that as long as you stay away from orals, a dose of 300-600mg is actually quite safe in expectation, especially if you have no preexisting cholesterol, sugar, or blood pressure issues.

(B) Another study with basically the same findings side-effect wise, is Shalender A, et al. Testosterone dose-response relationships in healthy young men (2001).

In this study they gave men a range of doses, from 25-600mg a week, for 20 weeks. There’s a strong dose-response in terms of strength and fat free mass.

In terms of side effects:

“Total cholesterol, plasma low-density lipoprotein cholesterol, and triglyceride levels did not change significantly at any dose. Serum PSA, creatinine, bilirubin, alanine aminotransferase, and alkaline phosphatase did not change significantly in any group, but aspartate aminotransferase decreased significantly in the 25-mg group. Two men in the 25-mg group, five in the 50-mg group, three in the 125-mg group, seven in the 300-mg group, and two in the 600-mg group developed acne. One man receiving the 50-mg dose reported decreased ability to achieve erections.”

(C) Finally, the fun one - an actual RCT! Bhasin et al. The effects of supraphysiologic doses of testosterone on muscle size and strength in normal men (1996):

In this they’re giving 600mg of testosterone enanthate weekly over 10 weeks, splitting a population of 43 men from 19-40 years of age into four groups: placebo with no exercise, testosterone with no exercise, placebo plus exercise, and testosterone plus exercise.

They measured potential side effects exhaustively:


“Blood counts, blood chemistry (including serum aminotransferases), serum concentrations of prostate-specific antigen, and plasma concentrations of total cholesterol, low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol, high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol, and triglycerides were measured at the start of the control period and on day 4; on days 28, 56, and 70 of the treatment period; and four months after the discontinuation of treatment. Periodic evaluations to identify adverse effects were performed by examiners unaware of the study-group assignments on days 1 and 28 of the control period; days 28, 56, and 70 of the treatment period; and four months after the discontinuation of treatment.”



In terms of assessing mood and behavior:


“A standardized Multidimensional Anger Inventory that includes 38 questions to measure the frequency, duration, magnitude, and mode of expression of anger, arousal of anger, hostile outlook, and anger-eliciting situations and a Mood Inventory that includes questions pertaining to general mood, emotional stability, and angry behavior were administered before, during (week 6), and after the treatment (unpublished data). For each man a live-in partner, spouse, or parent answered the same questions about the man's mood and behavior.”



What did they find? Most interesting to me was that even without training, the guys on gear gained appreciable muscle and strength (3.2kg of FFM, and ~19% in strength). Steroids plus exercise gained ~6.1kg of FFM on average, and twice the strength (~38%).

Since this is the most directly relevant to our dosage range in terms of side effects, I will directly quote:


“The serum liver-enzyme concentrations, hemoglobin concentrations, hematocrits, and red-cell counts did not change in any study group (Table 2). Serum creatinine concentrations did not change, except in the testosterone-plus-exercise group, in which the mean (±SE) serum creatinine concentration increased from 1.0 mg per deciliter (88 μmol per liter) to 1.1 mg per deciliter (97 μmol per liter) (P=0.02). Plasma concentrations of total and LDL cholesterol and triglycerides did not change in any study group;”



They also noted no changes in anger or irritability in this group from the mood assessments.

Fertility risks and impacts

So, this could be either a downside or an upside depending on where you are in life, but testosterone is actually a fairly effective male birth control (and has been studied as such).

From Patel, et al. Testosterone Is a Contraceptive and Should Not Be Used in Men Who Desire Fertility (2018) - testosterone is a 60-98% effective male fertility suppressant:


“[Two studies by the World Health Organization (WHO) Task Force on Methods for the Regulation of Male Fertility] found an azoospermia rate of 64% to 75% in 6 months with testosterone enanthate. A sperm concentration of 3 million/mL was used as a threshold for effective suppression of spermatogenesis in this study. In a Chinese study of a monthly intramuscular TU injection, an azoospermia rate of 93% to 98% was achieved after 6 months with 1 million/mL as the criteria for effective suppression”

“Testosterone as a contraceptive can suppress spermatogenesis and lead to azoospermia in 65% of normospermic men within 4 months of use. Cessation of exogenous testosterone will lead to the reversal of hormonally-induced azoospermia in 64% to 84% of men with a median time of about 110 days. All men in these studies recovered to baseline levels after cessation of therapy; however, it took up to 2 years for some men to recover.”

“In summary, despite the androgenic effects of testosterone on sexual function, libido and mood; its effect on gonadotropins leads to the inhibition of sperm production”



What is the answer if you’re worried about fertility?

If you’re worried about fertility and want to preserve it while on T, the two ways to do so are by using HCG[5] whenever you’re on anabolics (which ensures your endogenous production of testosterone never stops), or by cycling on and off for roughly equal 10-12 week time blocks and doing Post Cycle Therapy (PCT), where you take tamoxifen or clomid for several weeks to restart your HPG axis (this is typically done at “steroid level” doses and is called “blasting and cruising.”)
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“Dr. Scully’s PCT Protocol: Human chorionic gonadotropin (hCG) is taken at 2000IU every other day for 20 days. Clomiphene citrate 50 mg is taken twice per day for 30 days. Tamoxifen citrate is taken 20 mg twice per day for 45 days.”

If you’re extra paranoid, you could hit the fertility clinic and put some sperm on ice before you try T.

Anecdotes and upsides

Ultimately, quality of life is about how you feel and academic studies aren’t really ever going to surface that very well.  So I’m also going to include a few quotes from different TRT users that I personally know:


	“I used to have such a “what can I consume” view of the world and now I want to make things and impress people.  That’s a better way to live than an unambitious life where you just passively stand by as the economy slots you into some soul crushing 9-5 by default.”




– a younger friend who founded a startup after doing TRT and getting motivated




	“Life changing, it’s just crazy.  I feel like ME again, in every part of my life.”




– my dad, a former athlete and serial entrepreneur after taking up TRT in his 60’s




	“If you do T properly for long enough and know what you’re doing, the powers you gain can feel almost superhuman.”




– a retired gym buddy in his 70’s who still squats 3 plates (315+ lbs)




	“I was really hitting plateaus in my life, and it changed it fully.  It definitely increased my energy, along with my strength and muscle mass.  I would recommend it for a lot of men, it really enhances your lifestyle.”




– a good friend who is currently working a day job in software, building a mid-rise building, and just signed a deal with a large corporate airline for his side-project startup




	“Do you know what the biggest change for me is?  It gives you that push - before you might have thought about going to the gym, and hesitated - maybe you’d give in to your worst impulses and stay home.  But now?  I go.  I used to have a lot more trouble procrastinating before, too, in a lot of areas, and it helped that on multiple fronts.”



– a former gym buddy and colleague from several gyms and companies ago

And as for myself? I’ve always been a high energy go-getter with a pretty high risk appetite.  I theoretically already start with most of the benefits - and being on TRT is amazing.  It bumps all the good stuff up another 10-20%, and essentially has no downsides.  Do you know how big a deal that is?

Do you know how much bigger an effect size that is than most nootropics and supplements??

Which brings me to why I’m writing this - this is a crowd that understands the argument for nootropics and supplements and trying high variance life-improving interventions; it is exactly the crowd that I want to reach.

I’m writing this review to marginally impact the greatest tragedy of our generation

One of the most noticeable effects of higher T is more motivation, focus, and a higher drive for status.

Many people may look askance at that - isn’t everyone obsessed enough with status already??  Surely we don’t need MORE status-obsessed gym bros!

Actually yes, I will argue that we probably *should* have more status obsessed gym bros!  A large part of my motivation in writing this piece was explicitly driven by this belief - but let me make the case.

Consider the median high human capital person - we have a lot of them here in the ACX-sphere.  If you’re a smart, diligent nerd, it’s pretty easy to get a great career.  At the very top, you get a FAANG or finance job, and print an easy $500k+ a year for an easy <=40 hour work week.

It’s the completely safe, smart thing to do.

But this is an immense waste and a great public tragedy!

Do you think it’s GOOD that the finest minds in our generation are wasted in the “eyeball and synthetic financial derivative” mines?  No! It’s the greatest tragedy of our generation!

Average phone screen time has gone from 2 hours in 2014 to 4.5 hours today, and it’s around 6-7 hours for Zennials, largely due to the FAANGS snaffling all the smart people and deploying them towards that end.  Is that a good thing?

Finance is intrinsically a zero sum game - sure, liquidity and capital allocation is important - but liquidity and capital allocation is essentially solved.  We’re wasting the finest minds of our generation scrabbling for the decimal places in zero sum games!

Consider instead if this generation of talent, if this elite tier of literal genius and capability, had been coordinated in driving scientific research, inventing things, or in founding and growing new companies, instead of coordinating against dumber people to farm them (very successfully) for eyeballs or alpha.  Wouldn’t that be a better world on multiple fronts?

This scales to pretty much ANY job ACX-ers have.  It would nearly always be better for somebody to use their talents genuinely creating something new, and doing that is more likely if they have higher testosterone.

How much better off would we be if that were the case?  And wouldn’t the personal impacts of their efforts and talents have then been something like 10k - 100k  times more socially and economically productive for the world and themselves versus showing up at their 9-5 as replaceable cog #24601?

If they’d started a company, they would have driven economic growth, created jobs, and definitionally have been providing a product or service that people wanted enough to pay for.

THAT is why I think we need more status-obsessed gym bros - because for high human capital people, the “easy road” is too easy, and too well remunerated, and is a heinous waste of their talents compared to the outcomes they could be driving.

One of the biggest things that can get genuinely talented people out of their cushy 9-5’s and into doing something meaningful is more focus, motivation, and status obsession.

What if you could make $10 - $100M instead of six figures a year?  That’s life changing.  Moreover, it’s completely doable if you create a successful startup.

What if you were motivated enough to take your shot and actually attempt that, because you can always fall back to another cushy six figure job if it doesn’t work out?  That sounds strictly better for everyone!  It’s low-risk, high reward!

So my literal bet here is that Scott’s audience is big and talented enough, and that enough high human capital people will read this, that the 1-10% who decides to try T might have a 1-10% within them that actually goes and starts a company or does something meaningful with their lives instead of using their talents to farm average people’s weaknesses and wallets at scale.

I think this might happen because I know cases where it has happened.

“Motivation and focus” case studies

One of my friends ended up being low T in his early twenties.

The difference for him before and after T was extreme – from being in his own words, a food-obsessed, passive, “loser nerd guy who was just making a decent living not trying to step on anyone’s toes” to somebody who’s now increasingly ripped, has founded a growing company, and whose dating life has improved 3x.

He considers T the “agency” drug, the thing that can 10x your motivation and willingness and ability to positively change your life.

Another case - I had a friend and gym buddy in an earlier life who was amazing - an Olympic qualifier in a sprinting event when he was younger, and a decade plus later he could still power clean 4 plates (415+ lbs) with ease and elan.

We were both working in finance at the time, in the same company (and working out together in the company gym).  He got on T, and worked on building a construction company on the side, ultimately leaving finance as an industry to focus on his own company full time when it was making more there than in his day job.

I consider that another strong net win, to be honest.  And obviously he started out at the high end of motivation and talent, and it still helped!

It’s more than just “social goods,” too!

I think I should stress here, this is the rare case where the individual benefits AND the social benefits and externalities are large and positive.

Externally, for the rest of us, more people taking T will lead to more marginal startups, accomplishments, economic growth, and better external aesthetics via more fit and athletic people.

Individually, taking T can improve your fitness, your joie de vivre, your motivation and focus, your libido, and your day to day experience.  It can do more than that, too - there’s a decent argument that it improves dating and relationship happiness.

When it comes to dating, relationship happiness, and attribute attractiveness, THE biggest "revealed preferences vs stated preferences" gaps are around having a nice body, being sexy, smelling good and being a good lover - ALL of which are typically markedly improved by testosterone.

From Eastwick, et al. A Worldwide Test of the Predictive Validity of Ideal Partner Preference-Matching (2024):


On the whole, stated and revealed preferences aligned in terms of ranking, although some intriguing differences did emerge. For example, the attributes “confident,” “a good listener,” “patient,” and “calm, emotionally stable” ranked considerably more highly as stated preferences than as revealed preferences. In contrast, the attributes “attractive,” “a good lover,” “nice body,” “sexy,” and “smells good” ranked considerably more highly as revealed preferences than as stated preferences. In fact, “a good lover” was the #1 largest revealed preference but actually ranked 12th in terms of stated preferences.



More happy couples and relationships?  Add on the “pair bonding” and “fathering” bonuses we discussed earlier.  Sounds like another positive externality that’s also an individual benefit!

Not a bad risk / reward profile after all, would be my own verdict.

Materially increasing your chances of starting a company, being more driven and motivated in every area of life, and being fitter and stronger?

Moving the needle on a number of “revealed preferences” attributes that lead to more dating and relationship happiness?

Ultimately becoming more muscular, stronger, more energetic, having more focus and motivation, AND feeling happier, hornier, and more engaged with life?

Doing all this AND driving a number of strong positive externalities?

In my own personal philosophy, the “benefits” side of that balance is groaning and basically touching the ground. And as long as you’re sensible, the downsides are fairly benign and amenable to monitoring and mitigation.

I think the risk / reward profiles lend themselves to some pretty straightforward recommendations.

As long as you’re otherwise healthy, can commit to monitoring the negative side effects, and have mitigation plans in place, it should be fairly low risk for YOU to consider trying TRT.

Who should consider T?

I personally think EVERY healthy man reading this who is curious should try T, because you can monitor the downsides rigorously, and the potential upsides are so large - but to qualify for medical TRT, you usually need a testosterone level of  below 220-400 ng / gl for a T clinic to agree (this varies by state and sometimes by clinic).

I will note here, there are several behavioral things that acutely drive your T levels lower before a test like this, and you should be aware of them so that you can avoid them if you want a valid and true reading of your testosterone level:


	Lack of sleep before the test significantly impacts T levels

	So does alcohol consumption the night before

	Strenuous cardio in the days / week before does this as well

	Sugar consumption the morning before the test also tends to do this



So you really don’t want to run a couple “difficult” distances a few days before, then the night before the test pull an all nighter where you bar hop, get hammered, get only a couple hours or forget to sleep entirely, then load up on morning pancakes or donuts an hour before your test.  That would probably skew your results significantly.

Who should NOT consider testosterone?


	Women - women get strong androgenization and virilization side effects at even very small doses, it’s a bad idea generally

	People with existing cardiac, blood pressure, cholesterol, or sugar problems (if BP or cholesterol were barely over thresholds and now controlled with medication, it’s probably fine to try, but don’t fly blind, monitor your metrics)

	Men who want to get somebody pregnant within the next year - because of the effects on the HPG axis and sperm quality (if you do HCG concurrently, this is mitigated)



Risk awareness and measuring and mitigation plans

So it’s important when going into anything with potential risk like this that you go into it with open eyes, and a monitoring and mitigation plan. Especially when it’s your one and only body, you need to take care of it!

A big part of my argument is that the downsides are minimal, measurable, and mitigatable.

What are the risk factors for worse side effects?


	Older age - you’re more susceptible to all the side effects the older you are, and should dose and monitor accordingly

	Not doing cardio - cardio mitigates both blood pressure and cholesterol increases, especially if you do HIIT

	Pre-existing cholesterol or blood pressure problems

	Pre-existing diabetes or blood sugar problems

	Pre-existing male pattern baldness, or history in male line

	History of stroke, heart attack, or other cardiac problems - obviously don’t do anything that can whack your BP and cholesterol if you have a cardiac history



What to monitor?

Did you know there’s a ton of websites where you can just order labs yourself, without needing a doctor?  What labs or self-monitoring would you need to do to monitor your sides?


	HDL and LDL (labs, 2x annually to keep an eye on your cholesterol and lipids)

	CBC - blood chemistry labs, with hematocrit, RBC, neutrophils, that lets you keep track of excess red blood cells and a few immune measures. (2x annually)

	A1C or fasting glucose (labs 2x annually)

	eGFR kidney function, bilirubin and a few other liver metrics (labs 2x annually)

	Blood pressure - self monitored via blood pressure devices you can get on Amazon

	Hair (for balding)

	Skin (for acne and excess hair)

	Gynecomastia - nipple tenderness and / or itchiness, and / or growth in pectoral mass that doesn’t appear to be muscular

	Irritability (for the sake of your friends and partners and family)



What are the safety practices to mitigate side effects?


	Cardio / HIIT - mitigates cholesterol and blood pressure effects, both of which are trackable with labs or simple devices.

	Liver and kidney toxicity - stay away from orals. If you do use them, only do so for 2-3 weeks at low or moderate doses.

	Acne - if it gets bad in a way daily face washing and lotion don’t help, Accutane is your answer.

	Irritability - Mostly due to cultural expectation / placebo effect, but some people might get a little bit of this. Just be mindful and keep an eye on it - if it’s getting to be a problem, dial back your dosage.

	Immune suppression effects - not a problem at TRT levels, and for higher levels, this is what “cruising” and off-cycles are for. Also, 4-6mg of rapamycin on a second rest day every other week downregulates mTor and kills precancerous cells (it’s how and why it’s used for anti-aging). You can get rapamycin with totally online doctor video visits and refills from agelessrx.com, I’m a huge fan.

	Gynecomastia - very rare at TRT levels - there are “aromatization inhibitors” like anastrozole / arimidex that you can take that prevent the high estrogen levels that can lead to this.

	Fertility - take HCG while using testosterone, or cycle on and off in 10-12 week cycles while doing “post cycle therapy” (PCT) to restimulate your endogenous production.

	Hair loss - follistatin prophylactically for hair loss if you’re high risk, minoxidil if you see hair loss empirically.



What happens if  / when you want to stop?

Doing testosterone (TRT or higher) over a long enough period does suppress your endogenous production, but it’s not permanent.

Generally with no further interventions, your body will recover over a couple of months:
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Alternatively, you can do Post Cycle Therapy using clomid or nolvadex, and shorten this to 1-1.5 months (you can find a PCT protocol in the fertility section).

Finally, if you’ve been doing HCG (to preserve fertility, for example), your endogenous production should not have stopped to begin with, and you’ll be back at your normal testosterone levels after 2-4 weeks (testosterone enanthate has a ~8 day half life).

And that’s pretty much it!

Now you have an idea of the landscape, the risk / benefit profile and likelihood, and a plan for what you should do in terms of monitoring and mitigation.

If you too are interested in something that can increase focus and motivation, make your career path better and more impactful, your dating or relationship life better, your physical health and strength better, AND make you feel happier, hornier, and more engaged with life, you’ve got a nice reference here now.

If you’ve been looking for that extra push and motivation in life - to get serious about your health or fitness, to try something new, to pick up a difficult but worthwhile task, it’s certainly worth considering, and is undoubtedly the biggest lever that you could pull.

The downsides are measurable and mitigatable, and the potential upsides are immense - being open to at least trying TRT while monitoring those downsides is overall a relatively low-risk, high-reward decision.  Godspeed, and good luck.


Notes


[1]

As seen in things like this (relatively scaremongering, IMO) survey of AAS possible side effects:

Modlinski et al. The Effect of Anabolic Steroids on the Gastrointestinal System, Kidneys, and Adrenal Glands (2006)

The kidney and liver problems are always driven by orals. Tumors, mostly benign (likely a result of mTor up regulation, this is why you take breaks and/or use rapamycin every other week). The really bad long tail effects like this are based on 1 or 2 single-person case studies. But the global lifetime gear use worldwide is 6.5%, which argues in the west it’s probably 10-15%. So these side effects are super rare empirically and probably down to particular idiosyncratic things in those individual’s biology.



[2]

“Effect of testosterone replacement therapy on lipids and lipoproteins in hypogonadal and elderly men. Zgliczynski S, Ossowski M et al. Atherosclerosis. 1996 Mar;121(1):35-43.53.

Testosterone and other anabolic steroids as cardiovascular drugs. Shaprio J, Christiana J et al. Am J Ther 1999 May;6(3):167-74”



[3]

“Androgen deficiency as a predictor of metabolic syndrome in aging men: an opportunity for intervention? Kapoor D, Jones TH. Drugs Aging. 2008;25(5):357-69.”



[4]

The global lifetime steroid use worldwide is 6.5% in surveys, which argues in the West it’s probably 10-15% overall.

Even high schoolers hit about 1% steroid usage incidence (I’m assuming the highest incidence is in football players).



[5]

HCG is human chorionic gonadotropin.

Meliegy et al. _Systematic review of hormone replacement therapy in the infertile ma_n (2017)

Ohlander et al. Testosterone and Male Infertility (2016)






The ACX Commentariat

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

Introduction

The Astral Codex Ten (ACX) Commentariat is defined as the 24,485 individuals other than Scott who have contributed to the corpus of work of Scott’s blog posts, chiefly by leaving comments at the bottom of those posts. It is well understood (by the Commentariat themselves) that they are the best comments section anywhere on the internet, and have been for some time. This review takes it as a given that the ACX Commentariat outclasses all of its pale imitators across the web, so I won’t compare the ACX Commentariat to e.g. reddit. The real question is whether our glory days are behind us – specifically whether the ACX Commentariat of today has lost its edge compared to the SSC Commentariat of pre-2021.

A couple of years ago Scott asked, Why Do I Suck?. This was a largely tongue-in-cheek springboard to discuss a substantive criticism he regularly received - that his earlier writing was better than his writing now. How far back do we need to go before his writing was ‘good’? Accounts seemed to differ; Scott said that the feedback he got was of two sorts:


	
“I loved your articles from about 2013 - 2016 so much! Why don’t you write articles like that any more?”, which dates the decline to 2016



	
“Do you feel like you’ve shifted to less ambitious forms of writing with the new Substack?”, which dates the decline to 2021





Quite a few people responded in the comments that Scott’s writing hadn’t changed, but it was the experience of being a commentor which had worsened. For example, David Friedman, a prolific commentor on the blog in the SSC-era, writes:


A lot of what I liked about SSC was the commenting community, and I find the comments here less interesting than they were on SSC, fewer interesting arguments, which is probably why I spend more time on [an alternative forum] than on ACX.



Similarly, kfix seems to be a long-time lurker (from as early as 2016) who has become more active in the ACX-era, writes:


I would definitely agree that the commenting community here is 'worse' than at SSC along the lines you describe, along with the also unwelcome hurt feelings post whenever Scott makes an offhand joke about a political/cultural topic.



And of course, this position wasn’t unanimous. Verbamundi Consulting is a true lurker who has only ever made one post on the blog – this one:


Ok, I've been lurking for a while, but I have to say: I don't think you suck… You have a good variety of topics, your commenting community remains excellent, and you're one of the few bloggers I continue to follow.



The ACX Commentariat is somewhat unique in that it self-styles itself as a major reason to come and read Scott’s writing – Scott offers up some insights on an issue, and then the comments section engages unusually open and unusually respectful discussion of the theme, and the total becomes greater than the sum of the parts. Therefore, if the Commentariat has declined in quality it may disproportionately affect people’s experience of Scott’s posts. The joint value of each Scott-plus-Commentariat offering declines if the Commentariat are not pulling their weight, even if Scott himself remains just as good as ever. In Why Do I Suck? Scott suggests that there is weak to no evidence of a decline in his writing quality, so I propose this review as something of a companion piece; is the (alleged) problem with the blog, in fact, staring at us in the mirror?

My personal view aligns with Verbamundi Consulting and many other commentors - I’ve enjoyed participating in both the SSC and ACX comments, and I haven’t noticed any decline in Commentariat quality. So, I was extremely surprised to find the data totally contradicted my anecdotal experience, and indicated a very clear dropoff in a number of markers of quality at almost exactly the points Scott mentioned in Why Do I Suck? – one in mid-2016 and one in early 2021 during the switch from SSC to ACX.

Setting Out the Case for Decline

There’s a pretty basic question that needs to be answered before we compare the Commentariat today to that of yesteryear. That question is - does ‘the Commentariat’ actually exist?

It is easy to understand what it means for Scott’s writing to have got better or worse over time, or to track the evolution of a specific commentor’s engagement with the blog. But in order to review ‘the Commentariat’ as a whole we would have to treat it as a single entity with discernible patterns and tendencies. I believe this approach is justified; the Commentariat has a distinct culture, voice and its own unique animal spirits that react to both Scott’s interests and the interests of the external world. Since it is not just generating random noise, it is possible to explore the Commentariat over time to build a case that its overall quality is declining (or not).

To demonstrate this, I have displayed below a graph of comments per post across the lifetime of the blogs. It may not be quite fair to say that ‘engagement’ is the same thing as ‘quality’, but I certainly think it raises a question that needs to be answered; something massively affects comment engagement in 2016 and then again in 2021.
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In this graph, each datapoint represents a month that Scott has been blogging. A typical month will have between 15-20 posts, of which around half will be authored by Scott and half will be ‘authored’ in some way by the Commentariat, which are mostly Open Threads. I’ve averaged by month because certain types of post get much less engagement than others, and so looking at individual posts ended up too noisy to make attractive graphs (the true goal of any honest statistician).


	
The SSC-era is highlighted in blue. You can see that it shows something a bit like a classic sigmoidal adoption curve (but wearing a top hat). Post engagement starts low, before rapidly shooting up in 2014-15. It peaks in April 2016 – which is highlighted in red in this and all subsequent graphs so you can track peak engagement - before dropping back to a steady level of around 400-600 comments per post for the next three years. Notably, the run of posts that most people regard as being the ‘Golden Age’ for Scott’s writing happens much earlier than peak engagement with the comments section. People disagree about where this run of exceptionally good posts in quick succession start and ends, but I think you could safely say it has definitely begun by the time of The Control Group is Out of Control (although I would date it a little earlier, personally) and ends with either The Toxoplasmosa of Rage or Untitled – basically 2014 has a high density of ‘important’ posts.



	
There’s then a white band representing the NYT unpleasantness where the blog was briefly on a hiatus, and the posts in that period were very weird (statistically speaking). I won’t say much about this period in my review.



	
The ACX-era begins in 2021 and is highlighted in green. You can see engagement starts lower than the SSC steady-state of 400-600 comments per post (maybe more like 300-400 per post) but increases over time to at least that level by 2024, getting close to the peak engagement era. In one of life’s small ironies, Scott wrote Why Do I Suck? at close to the lowest period of engagement the blog had experienced for nearly a decade.





My key conclusion is that someone who says they preferred what the comments section used to be like is not (necessarily) just being curmudgeonly – something really did happen between pre-2016 SSC and post-2016 SSC, and then again between SSC as a whole and ACX as a whole, which caused a lot of people to disengage from the comments section. Furthermore, we would expect engagement to track quality quite closely (because people don’t want to engage with a bad comment section), and so a very strong hypothesis for an otherwise unexplained drop in comment engagement is a corresponding drop in Commentariat quality.

Interestingly, after a few years of lower engagement than steady-state SSC, engagement with ACX is trending upwards at the moment. If you were optimistic, you might even say that the early signs are that 2025 is showing the first bit of the fast-growth section of a sigmoidal adoption curve. If this initial trend continues, the ACX Commentariat will surpass the peak of SSC Commentariat around lunchtime on the 27th July this year, so mark that in your calendars.

Commentariat Quality – A Deep Dive

‘Professional’ reviewers – a thousand curses heaped upon their name – often rely on vague and idiosyncratic measures of quality. This may be appropriate for trivialities like literature and music, but when it comes to important things like the ACX Commentariat I’d prefer to follow good Commentariat norms and use clearly defined objective criteria in my review. I’ve therefore broken down comment quality into four key factors that, in my view, define the Commentariat’s unique character:


	
Depth of engagement with a topic – When the comment section is good, it is characterised by people taking time to uncover each other’s views and identify genuine disagreement, rather than just rehearsing tribally-coded talking points or making incendiary ‘drive-by’ comments and disappearing.



	
Freedom of intellectual engagement – A feature which many people appreciate about the SSC/ACX comments section is the freedom to discuss socially or professionally sensitive ideas (i.e. ideas which could get you sacked from a University if you expressed them publicly). If the Commentariat are censored or self-censoring they lose this unique feature making ACX better than other blogs.



	
Politeness – Perhaps more than any other blog, the Commentariat considers itself to be a ‘polite’ place, where people are afforded a fair opportunity to discuss ideas. There are strong community norms towards politeness, even when engaging with very emotive topics. Other websites have free speech norms (such as 4Chan or early-days reddit), but ACX is unique in having strong norms both for free speech and politeness.



	
Complexity of thought – Perhaps the most important feature distinguishing the ACX Commentariat from other, lesser, blogs is that some really smart people comment here and give novel and well-nuanced takes on a topic. If this ever disappeared it would not matter about any of the other three features, because the Commentariat would effectively be dead anyway.





To me, these broad categories represent the unique and positive features of the SSC/ACX Commentariat, and the extent to which they are present is a reasonable indicator of comment section quality, especially if they are all present at the same timepoint and that timepoint happens to line up with peak engagement in 2016 (this is foreshadowing).

To generate data on the ACX Commentariat, I scraped the comments section of every post Scott has made since 2013. The Old Ones whisper of a blog that existed before even Slate Star Codex, but since I’m not 100% certain we’re encouraged to talk about the older blog (and nobody dates the golden era of Scott’s writing to pre-2013 anyway) I kept my scraping to just the two websites we’re definitely allowed to talk about; Slate Star Codex (SSC) and Astral Codex Ten (ACX). The main points of failure with my scraping were Subscriber-only threads (which my algorithm virtuously refused to read as it wasn’t a subscriber) and battling with the Substack UI to get all the comments to load for me simultaneously on larger threads. Nevertheless, between my incompetent code and the jaunty Substack UI I only dropped a few comments on even very long threads, so I figured the data scrape would be adequate for the use-case I had for it. I then used a bunch more janky code (some written by me, some written by ChatGPT) to try and quantify the levels of depth, freedom, politeness and complexity of each comment.

I captured 2460 individual posts, and approximately 1.8m comments. Of the 24,486 unique comment authors, around 40% have made only one comment to the blog. The most prolific poster is the irrepressible Deiseach, at 20,685 contributions. Deiseach is also the only commentor to have made a comment on both the first post in my sample and the last, so has been with the blog a very long time! Only one other commentor has made more contributions than Scott (11,249), and this is John Schilling (11,607). The quality of data on individual users is not great for the ACX era (Substack seems to record missing author data in a few different ways, and sometimes swallow data for no reason) but I’m happy to give the rank ordering of anyone else who cares to know their specific level of clout in this niche community - I myself am the 799th most prolific contributor to the comments section (225 comments).

I’m also delighted to share my raw data with anyone interested – the summary statistics per post are here. The scraped comments themselves are about 2Gb so I don’t know where I can host them but if anyone has any ideas (and Scott doesn’t mind) I’ll share them too. I know that some of the post titles seem to have turned into hieroglyphics, but as far as I can tell it is cosmetic only and won’t affect any of the actual data – it is a symptom of a cool hidden feature of Microsoft Excel where it open UTF-8 encoded CSVs in a way that garbles special characters for no particular reason.

Considering each of these factors in turn:


	Depth of engagement with a topic



Depth of engagement matters for several reasons, but the most important is simply that it shows people are getting enough out of a discussion to keep participating - a strong marker of a high-quality Commentariat. This is especially relevant in the ACX context, where many commentors don’t fit neatly into predefined categories like ‘Democrat’ or ‘Republican.’ As a result, discussions often require more time to clarify positions and establish common ground before real debate can begin. In that sense, depth also serves as a proxy for the number of interesting and non-standard voices present, which is itself a sign of a healthy and valuable comment section.

To operationalise this idea, I looked at the average depth of a comment chain (that is, suppose you took a random comment from anywhere within the comment section of a particular month – how many parent comments would that comment have?). Apparently professional data scientists sniff at this measure because it over-weights very deep back-and-forth between two people, vs many shallow engagements with a top-level post (which I guess is optimal for brand engagement or something) but in an SSC/ACX context deep discussion between two people is actually desirable, so I kept the simple approach. I have also considered the number of top-level comments which get no responses as a marker of ‘drive-by’ posting – commentors who just fling low-effort comments off into the void with no expectation of adding constructively to the discussion.
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The average depth of a comment chain is actually highest now, in 2025. However, the proportion of comments with zero replies was lowest during 2016, and has been creeping up steadily since – meaning that the proportion of commentors who find themselves just screaming into the void with no response has increased since 2016. I don’t precisely know how to weight ‘discussions are good when they get going’ vs ‘discussions are easy to get going’, but we could try and capture some of the intuition here with a compound ‘engagement score’ (for example below I show the sum of all comment depth in a thread). Regardless of exactly how you operationalise it, it is reasonable to say 2016 was a strong period for depth of engagement, and that engagement markers have been trending upwards since the start of ACX, reversing a decline seen in the later SSC-period.
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I treat more engagement as an unalloyed good, but this might actually not be true. A recurring discussion which occurs in the Commentariat is whether it has become too big to have a reasonable conversation.

For example, benwave writes:


One thing I do think has seriously gone downhill for me personally is the participation aspect, and that's just because the comments section has just gotten tooooo biiiiiig. Getting your comment noticed is hard, keeping up with the others is hard and lately I've just given up trying. The comments here used to feel a lot like an epistemic little league, and I adored that.



I raise this because it is easy to see how too much free speech could be polarising, or too much politeness stifling – but I wanted to flag that a good comment section seems to lie in a Goldilocks zone of pretty much every dimension. I also love the idea of an ‘epistemic little league’ happening below the primetime event of Scott’s posts.


	Freedom of intellectual engagement



Freedom of intellectual engagement matters because people describe the SSC/ACX forum as one of the only places they can go to get honest critique of prevailing intellectual orthodoxy. Respectful discussion of highly emotive topics is a unique feature of the Commentariat which is not replicated in heavily censored spaces (especially in meatspaces where you can suffer very real harm for expressing a view which is seen as locally unacceptable).

For example, bruce writes:


I don't think Scott's quality has changed much, but the comments section used to be a lot more right-left confrontational. If that comes back the place will probably be purged.



This captures two main ideas very neatly (thank you, bruce) – that the ACX Commentariat was good in the past because it was honest and confrontational about major political cleavages in the Anglosphere world, and is not so good now because it has to be heavily censored to avoid cancel culture.

To operationalise a test of whether this was true, I built a dictionary of phrases which I will euphemistically describe as ‘socially or professionally sensitive’. I then searched the comments I had scraped for occurrences of any word in my dictionary, and counted the proportion of comments which contained a ‘sensitive’ token. To give a sample of some of the words in my dictionary, around half of all ‘sensitive’ tokens in the comments ended up being one of either ‘trans*’, ‘feminis*’, ‘immigra*’, ‘race’ / ‘racis*’ or ‘climate change’ (the * means I didn’t care about what followed that set of letters, so for example ‘transgender’ and ‘transsexual’ are both covered, but also – annoyingly – ‘transparent’ and ‘transport’ would also be captured which I only spotted just now). The graph of my output is below.
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This graph shows that around 9% of comments will contain at least one token indicating the comment is discussing a sensitive topic, with a range of about 6% to 14%, disregarding the very early years where small sample size made the data more variable. There wasn’t any one ‘sensitive’ token in particular which correlated exceptionally well with the rise and fall of this 6% to 14%, which implies to me that we have correctly identified a general factor of ‘willingness to discuss sensitive topics’ (or possibly that the peaks and troughs correspond to peaks and troughs in the external landscape – ie specific touchpoints and lulls in the Culture War – which would also be fine for the purpose we’re putting it to).

This is an imperfect measure because it only tracks if someone is using a sensitive phrase and not whether they are using it in a heretical way (cf. ‘fifty Stalins’ here). However, I thought in the context of ACX posts the approach was probably reasonable – sensitive phrases are only likely to appear if they are being discussed a lot, and we know from the previous section that discussion depth is high both now and during the 2016 peak engagement period. It isn’t necessarily true that deep discussion implies spirited debate - some political discussions on reddit can go into the thousands of comments without anyone ever actually expressing a counter-orthodoxy view – but I think in the specific context of ACX it is reasonable, because we don’t generally have norms of expressing substanceless agreement. Hopefully, therefore, the changing ratio of socially or professionally sensitive phrases to phrases not included in my dictionary would tell us something about the willingness of the comment section to engage in potentially emotive discussions at any point in time.

The relationship of occurrence of these tokens to engagement with the comment section is hard to draw clear conclusions from – although the peak does indeed look to be about 2016 or 2017 the data are noisy, and strongly affected by the choice of words to include in my dictionary. I picked the dictionary before I saw the data, but perhaps a different set of words would have given a different result, especially if I had a better way of identifying sensitive discussions around COVID (‘ivermectin’ was the only COVID-related word I could think of that became politicised in the same way ‘microaggression’ or ‘misgender’ did). Nevertheless, I would say this gives some weak support to the idea that 2016 was a turning point in SSC Commentariat free speech norms (and strong support to the idea that the start of ACX was a low point for discussion of sensitive topics)

I include below a few specific sensitive phrases which I thought were interesting. Do note the different scales on each graph. Of particular interest to me is the ‘SJW’ graph, which has a really clear peak at exactly the high point of Commentariat engagement. I will return to this graph later in the review.
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	Politeness



One of the most appealing aspects of the ACX Commentariat, to me, is that ideas respectfully presented are respectfully engaged with – even when mainstream cultural commentors use this as a stick to beat ACX with. Strong community norms for niceness, community and civilisation are very rare in online spaces, so the ACX Commentariat may be especially sensitive to fluctuating levels of politeness.

To operationalise this, I used a preweighted neural network trained to identify ‘toxicity’ in comment sections. The model, produced by the online safety company Unitary, is named ‘toxic-bert’ and identifies potentially impolite comments along a few axes of inappropriateness, for example; general toxicity, profanity and threats. I wasn’t quite sure if some of the routine discussions SSC/ACX has on socially or professionally sensitive ideas might trip the ‘toxicity’ filter even when they were respectful and polite, so to test for this, I included a sense check of occurrences of some words which are very rarely uttered in constructive contexts – specifically; ‘dumbass’, ‘fuck you’, ‘fucking’ and ‘retard’. I’ve called these ‘obvious insults’ even though in hindsight that’s a bit strong, and they have all been used in non-toxic contexts at some point or the other by the Commentariat. For example, here is an entirely non-toxic comment by Paperclip Minimiser using the word ‘retard’ in the sense of ‘to slow down progress’ (toxicity score < 0.001) and here is a comment by nydwracu which uses the word ‘retarded’ as a slur but which is nevertheless so insightful that it was awarded ‘Comment of the Week’ status by Scott, suggesting that a little bit of toxicity as a literary device can sometimes be overlooked by both toxic-bert and Scott (toxicity score = 0.01).
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The graph above shows the output of these two approaches. This is a really weird result, which defies easy explanation. Toxicity goes down over the whole SSC era, then starts ticking back up again from the ACX era. If you allow for a bit more variability in the simpler measure, the fancy neural network closely tracks the number of times we call each other ‘retards’ or ‘dumbasses’, which you would expect to track overall toxicity quite closely. This suggests the neural network is keying in on actual toxicity, rather than polite discussions which happen to involve contested or sensitive concepts.

One caveat is that the ACX Commentariat is not very toxic to begin with, so the ‘toxicity’ metric may not be sensitive enough to capture the sort of politeness which the Commentariat values. In 2013, at peak toxicity, the toxicity score maxed out at 0.04 (the spike in October 2013 seems to be related to attracting some external neo-reactionaries (very roughly the precursor ideology to the modern alt-right) to comment on this post. In 2021, the lowest toxicity ever was reached at around 0.01. This means that a typical comment would be around 4% likely to be perceived as toxic by a human reader in 2013, but by 2021 this has fallen to 1%. Here is a snippet of a comment which is rated as having a 1% chance of being perceived as toxic by a human, written by John Schilling:


The purpose of war is, roughly speaking, to settle the question of whose police get to enforce which laws in a region, and since Catalonia isn’t going to do anything more than say, “We’re going to make you look like Evil Meanies on TV and Youtube if you don’t pull back your policemen and let us have our own”, that point is moot. [Link]



By contrast, if you promise to draw your fainting couch nearby, here is a snippet of a comment which is rated as having a 4% chance of being perceived as toxic by a human, written by Maximum Limelihood:


Being fired means nothing about the speed you’re learning at. It means that the employer overestimated how much you *already* knew. …. Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter how great you’ll be at coding in a year when you’re costing me time and training effort today [Link]



The most toxic the comments section has ever got (beyond the very early days) was on the post Gupta on Enlightenment. I feel like the comments section on this post should be part of the ACX main canon because it is so cosmically hilarious. It concerns a man name Vinay Gupta (founder of a blockchain-based dating website) and his claims to have reached enlightenment. Some people in the comments are sceptical that Vinay Gupta is indeed an enlightened being, citing that enlightened people don’t typically found blockchain-based dating websites. A new forum poster with the handle ‘Vinay Gupta’, claiming to be Vinay Gupta and writing in a very similar style to the actual Vinay Gupta, turns up and starts arguing with everyone in an extremely toxic way (in the objective sense that his comments score very highly on the toxic-bert scoring system), which provokes more merriment that a self-described enlightened being would deploy such classic internet tough-guy approaches as ‘I don’t think much of a four-on-one face off against untrained opponents’ (link) and ‘this board is filled with self-satisfied assholes who feel free to hold forth on whatever subject crosses their minds, with the absolute certainty that they’re the smartest people in the room’ (link, no further comment…). More prosaically, this is a great example of what I was discussing earlier – the comment section is usually so civilised that a single individual turning up and acting out of the Commentariat norms is enough to make it the most toxic discussion which has ever taken place.

Of Scott’s classic posts, the most toxic the comment section has ever become was on Radicalising the Romanceless. The least toxic the comments section has ever been are the posts on Scott’s conworld, Raikoth (technically the Raikoth post on history and religion specifically, but the whole series is so good I’ve linked to the index).


	Complexity of thought



Complexity of thought is important because it indicates the effort being spent on each comment. Effort being spent on comments indicates that the Commentariat is treating each other with respect and thoughtfulness (or at least that’s my hypothesis).

This is a very hard one to rigorously quantify, but so help me we’re going to hold hands and give it our best shot together. Defining the complexity of thought is something which has defied philosophers for millennia, so instead I will look at the complexity of language, assuming this is a proxy for the care and attention (not to mention intellectual calibre) being put into a comment. I have looked at a few features of language which I thought might capture this idea.

Complexity Approach 1 – Length of comment

First and most importantly, I looked at how long a typical comment was. A long comment, I reasoned, was a good sign someone had spent some time thinking about what they wanted to say and took some time to actually say it. It is a running joke that Scott is extremely wordy, but this is also true of the Commentariat, for the most part – a typical comment is around 110 words, or slightly longer than this paragraph. In the graph below, we do see a clear peak, but the peak occurs in 2017 (so about a year later than the period of maximum engagement).
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Complexity Approach 2 – Occurrence of complex words

Second, I looked at the occurrence of complex words – both via a test of individual word length and through the use of the ‘SMOG Index’ metric (detail), which basically tracks multisyllabic words – it is a Simple Measure of Gobbledygook. I figured both of these would show more complex comments, which required the use of jargon and compound phrases to express properly. This shows a longstanding trend towards shorter words over time (the effect is slight, but it seems to be speeding up since moving to ACX) and a clear peak in multisyllabic word usage at around 2017 – basically exactly the same time as comments reached their maximum length.

[image: ]

Complexity Approach 3 – Lexical diversity

Third, I looked at sentence construction. The type-token ratio is a simple measure of vocabulary richness, calculated by dividing the number of unique words (types) by the total number of words (tokens) in a text. This measure has a very specific problem in the context of the Commentariat in that it becomes less useful as comments become longer (because the chance of repeating a word increases). Therefore, I’ve also used the ‘Brunet Index’, which I know nothing about but which Google tells me fixes this problem. The two measures have an inverse relationship to each other – type/token ratio measures lexical variety, Brunet Index measures lexical staleness. Weirdly, we do see a clear trend for a peak occurring in 2017 like the other complexity measures, but this trend is in the opposite direction than we might expect – the time of maximum comment length / word complexity was also the time of maximally stale vocabulary.
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I think, in hindsight, that this is reflecting a unique characteristic of the ACX Commentariat, which is that it is unusually likely to develop an idea or conceptual schema rather than just asserting something and moving on. For example, here’s a Comment of the Week where Anatoly spends a very long time explaining the different meanings of ‘infinite’ and ‘finite’ in the context of explaining why P=NP is a difficult problem. It has a Brunet Index of 14.3 (so a little less than double the local average) because it repeats the words ‘infinite’, ‘finite’ and ‘algorithm’ many times. But I agree with the responses that this is a great comment, and exactly the sort of thing which only the ACX Commentariat seems to produce with any regularity. For a more recent example, here’s another comment of the week by Benjamin Jolley which adds some details to Scott’s post The Compounding Loophole, and is also clearly a great post which fits very well into the Commentariat corpus. So my conclusion here is that documentation for these tests assumes that stale vocabulary is always bad, because it expects you to be using the tests on – for example - novels. However, stale vocabulary isn’t inherently good or bad, and in this case it serves as a marker for something the Commentariat like or value. Anecdotally, it looks like what the Commentariat value is something like ‘well defined terms’. Even if this doesn’t map cleanly to something we can point to, there’s no accounting for taste - if the Commentariat just happen to prefer lengthy stale sentences there’s nothing actually wrong with that. Therefore, this measure is consistent with the other measures of complexity even though it very clearly shows the opposite relationship than I expected.

Just for fun, I thought I would show the most repetitive comment ever written. This was actually slightly difficult as there are a lot of things which are both comments and repetitive but which would be uninteresting to count (spam, code snippets, pasted text from early LLMs where the model hangs and repeats the same text to infinity). The most repetitive non-spam comment which I reckon was generated by humans alone is this comment by Deiseach, which quotes extensively from an early Irish law book (Brunet = 16.9). The most repetitive non-spam comment which I reckon has a single human author is this comment by Fahundo (Brunet = 16.5), giving the answer to a logic problem in ROT13 (so actually possibly breaks the rule about not using a computer in the writing, but not in the way I meant!)

Complexity Approach 4 – Reading age

Finally, I looked at reading age, although this approach was largely unsuccessful. ‘Reading age’ is an approximate composite measure of the complexity of language and sentence construction in a piece of text. There are quite a few different measures of reading age, which all show roughly the same outcome in my data. The one I have depicted below is the Flesh-Kincaid Grade level, which roughly tracks how many years of continuous schooling you would theoretically need to read and understand the text. The Commentariat is a largely very intellectual bunch and so a typical reading age of around 10.5 is unsurprising (a typical SSC/ACX comment is just barely less complex than an academic article in terms of vocabulary and construction, and the most complex comments significantly exceed this). The graph shows that comment complexity jumps by approximately half a grade level when SSC becomes ACX, but I’m a bit sceptical this is a ‘real’ effect. Most reading age formulae track sentence length very closely, and for some reason sentence length also changes significantly around this time. I could genuinely believe that sentence length changes on the switch to ACX, but I don’t think measures of reading age are designed to be valid if sentence length is changing for reasons unrelated to the complexity of text, so I don’t think you can confidently conclude the ACX comments are more sophisticated from this measure alone.
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Complexity - Conclusions

Overall, it is appropriate to discover that my measure of ‘complexity of thought’ is itself complex. We do see very clear peaks in the SSC era, but not actually quite in the place we expected to see them. Similarly, we don’t always see the peak in the direction we expect (sentences are long and stale in the peak SSC years, which doesn’t seem like a recipe to promote engagement). Finally, we have a puzzle about how the Substack UI/UX causes significantly fewer sentences per comment.

My conclusion here is that these data are completely consistent with a Commentariat who have a particular thing that they like, which peaked in 2017. This thing quantitively looks like long stale sentences, but actually might qualitatively feel different – like for example careful definitions of words which are then used repeatedly. As for why the peak sentence length is after peak engagement, my best guess is that people didn’t stop engaging at random; the people with the strongest commitment to the Commentariat stuck around longest, and these are also the people with the most respect for SSC cultural norms (leave long, thoughtful comments) and willingness to dedicate time to commenting. I have heard this described as ‘evaporative cooling’ before. This group of ‘fanatics’ hung around for a bit longer than everyone else, but eventually either they mostly left too or their influence on discussion norms was not strong enough to prevent a reversion towards the comment section mean (which tends towards shorter and less rigorous comments)

What happened in 2016?

From the data I extracted, it is clear something happened to the Commentariat in 2016(ish) and again in 2021 with the switch to ACX. Of the four measures I presented:


	
Depth of engagement shows two clear directional reversals in 2016 and 2021



	
Freedom of expression shows a scruffy directional reversal in 2016 and a clearer one in 2021, and also looking at individual kinds of expression reveals very sharp peaks in 2016 for ‘SJW’ and related phrases



	
Toxicity scores show a clear directional reversal in 2021 (but nothing in 2016)



	
Complexity of thought measures show clear directional reversals on every measure except average word length (which has been steadily declining) in both 2017 and 2021. This would be great confirmation for the theory that quality declined in 2016 except you’ll notice that 2017 is a bit too late to explain that!





Overall, I’d say that all four of these measures point to a change which occurred when the Commentariat moved to Substack, and two-and-a-half point to a change which occurred in 2016.

To me, the ACX change is somewhat understandable – Substack has a different userbase, different UI and Scott started blogging there after nearly a year hiatus so he lost some of the momentum and norms established from SSC. The start of ACX also coincided with another wave of COVID cases, which in some countries at least will have significantly altered the ‘online-ness’ of the general population. So, I don’t think we need to look especially hard for why ACX comments are a bit different to SSC comments. I also don’t think we need to look especially hard for why the ACX comments seem gradually moving more towards looking like peak-SSC; it took three years for SSC to reach peak quality, so we could tentatively propose that there is some sort of inherent ‘bedding in’ time for new comment sections to feel out and formalise the norms they want to establish. Speculatively, perhaps Substack has a different mechanism for attracting readers to WordPress so the beginning of ACX featured a mix of SSC old guard and Substack newcomers, and it is taking some time for the community norms of the SSC old guard to assert themselves onto ACX.

The Commentariat seems capable of self-diagnosing the many ways in which the ACX change might have contributed to a decline in quality. For example, Moon Moth writes:


I would posit that, for all of Substack's good qualities, the commenting experience is worse here. Which may be coloring commenters' overall impressions. [Expanding on this in another comment they write] Substack comments take too long to load, especially on mobile. And on mobile, they reload and lose my place whenever I switch tabs or apps … Which makes me reluctant to do anything but skim on mobile.



And teddytruther writes:


I also expect that this selection effect took a huge bump from the NYT controversy, which drew people primarily interested in Woke War Punditry and not a long series of guest posts on Georgist land taxes.



The change which occurred in 2016 (and very specifically April 2016) is much less understandable to me. After some thought, I’ve come up with three possible hypotheses:


	
Scott’s writing got worse in April 2016, causing mass disengagement, which changed the makeup of the comments section



	
The user experience of the blog unrelated to Scott’s writing changed in April 2016, which changed the way in which the Commentariat engaged with the comments section (in basically an exact parallel to the ACX switch)



	
The ACX Commentariat has a very specific set of hyperfixations, and world events around that time meant they weren’t able to satisfy that hyperfixation through commenting, so their commenting got lazier / worse and never really recovered.





Considering each in turn:


	Scott’s writing got worse



I kicked off this essay by referencing Why Do I Suck?, in which Scott presents some evidence that his writing has not got worse, replicated below:
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However, this pie chart only considers ACX vs SSC, not pre-2016 SSC vs post-2016-SSC. It is therefore still maybe consistent with Scott’s writing getting worse in April 2016 and never recovering. This could straightforwardly explain the drop in Commentariat quality in 2016 (but not 2021), but the evidence for a decline in writing quality centred on this period is anyway very mixed.

April 2016 has some great posts (including the ‘classic’ The Ideology is Not the Movement), but there were a lot of good posts around that time - the very start of May 2016 includes another ‘classic’ in the form of Be Nice, At Least Until you can Coordinate Meanness. Nor can it be that readers somehow intuit that Scott has nothing more valuable to say on any topic going forward, because 2017 contains classics like Guided by the Beauty of our Weapons, or my personal favourite SSC-era post, Considerations on Cost Disease. Not to mention, of course, there are some cracking ACX-era posts which are nearly a decade away at this point.

In my head, the cleanest story is that a bunch of people became regular readers of the blog because they read Meditations on Moloch or another of the universally-loved posts that were linked everywhere and then left when they realised the median post was ‘merely’ as good as _The Ideology is Not the Movemen_t, but this story doesn’t make sense – you could certainly argue the toss about when ‘peak’ SSC was, but if you believe it exists you’d surely have to put it centred somewhere around 2014. This would mean that the group of people who are disappointed by Scott’s output would have to get interested in the blog in 2014, stick around through the whole of 2015, and then leave en masse in April 2016 despite 2016 (in my subjective opinion) being better than 2015 for ‘important’ posts.

Another point to consider is that the ‘Scott’s writing sucks now’ hypothesis needs not only to explain why engagement fell off in 2016, but also why multisyllabic words and type/token ratio also peaked around that time. I think you can maybe tell a story where Scott’s writing gets worse in 2016 so people engage less with the comments (producing less comment depth and more zero-length comment chains) but it is very difficult to imagine how Scott’s writing getting worse produces more multisyllabic words. If Scott’s writing drives the disengagement, you have to start loading up the ‘evaporative cooling’ hypothesis with a lot of weird epicycles in order for everything to all make sense at once.

In summary, I’m agnostic on the question of whether Scott’s writing has got worse. I personally don’t think it has (although the frequency of ‘hits’ was remarkable in 2014) but perhaps it has changed a bit over time. However, I’m reasonably certain that nothing Scott writes is the reason for the dropoff in engagement around 2016, because there’s no coherent story you can tell that fits that hypothesis. I think this is an unproductive sidetrack to consider in a review of the Commentariat specifically.


	The user experience of the blog got worse



If Scott’s writing did not get worse, perhaps some other element of the blog did, which led to significant disengagement. For example, perhaps the moderation of SSC got more restrictive around this time or an incredibly obnoxious autoplay advert was introduced to the sidebar. We actually know that the Commentariat are quite sensitive to user experience changes, because Scott notes that Open Threads with an announcement get between 2-4x less engagement than those without. This theory seems very strong to me – the UX was one of the major complaints about early-days ACX, and it seems like you can explain the initial Commentariat stagnation and then flourishing for ACX with reference to the UX specifically.

For example, Vladimir writes:


My personal theory is that the ACX website itself is less enjoyable. SSC had it's personal charms: I had to pinch and zoom slightly to read the small text better on my phone, and the blue decorations were comforting, and the comments felt like early internet forums for some reason. Now, everything feels more bland.



And DinoNerd writes:


Personally, I find the ACX experience less good than that of SSC, but I can't disentangle how much of that is the substandard user interface.



However, there are no corresponding comments for some massive change that occurred in April 2016, and I know because I read thousands of comments from that period trying to find one to quote here. SSC has always had a fairly loose moderation policy (notwithstanding the occasional ‘reign of terror’ when Scott clamped down on bad commentors) and has worked hard to keep adverts unobtrusive. I remember the only major change to SSC UX was the highlighting of comments you hadn’t read yet (which was an excellent change but I think came later than 2016).

The best explanation I have found for a massive change in UX which occurred in April 2016 is that April 2016 was the lowest ever posts per month, probably driven by Scott travelling at during this period and so having less time to post (link)
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Following April 2016, posts per month spike sharply because Scott changes the frequency of Open Threads from biweekly to biweekly (or fortnightly to twice-weekly if you are going to insist on spoiling my joke). You can see an immediate impact on the proportion of each month’s posts which are Open Threads in the graph below. Note that the actual proportion of Open Threads in the ACX era is probably more like the later SSC era, it is just that my scraping algorithm didn’t catch the paid Subscriber-only Open Threads.
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So, on this theory, the Commentariat have an approximately fixed amount of time they want to devote to interacting with the comments section each week. The more posts there are, the more thinly they spread themselves across those posts – even if the posts are not core Scott-generated blogposts but rather Open Threads. Perhaps this also explains the changing complexity of language too – quantity and quality of engagement are somewhat substitutes for each other, so in a world where there are more posts than time available to engage with them, the response is to cut back a little on both quantity and quality of engagement. This process could be self-reinforcing; if the community norms become for lower-quality engagement, then this could lead to people trading off quality for quantity even further.

This leads to quite an interesting corollary, which is if true then to some extent Scott’s posts are irrelevant to the Commentariat’s enjoyment of Scott’s writing. The value of Scott’s writing is to act as a sort of butterfly net to catch the sort of people interested in Scott’s writing, and then once captured those people interact with each other in the comments section basically a fixed amount basically regardless of how often Scott posts. I don’t know how fully I endorse this theory, but it is interesting to think about how long the Commentariat would remain good even if Scott’s writing genuinely did drop in quality.


	The real world intruded on the Commentariat’s hyperfixations



In The Rise and Fall of Online Culture Wars, Scott notes that online feminism was absolutely everywhere from around 2014-16 and then just sort of… disappeared one day. This has some parallels (down to the timing) for engagement with the SSC Comments section – from 2014-16 engagement with the comments section seems to be on an unstoppable upward trajectory and then in April 2016 it just sort of… reverses.

I have already mentioned that April 2016 marked an extreme high-water mark for usage of the term ‘SJW’. From what I can see, there’s no particular reason for this specific to SSC – April 2016 has two threads with significant usage of the token, but they are completely random threads – OT47 and Links 4/16 (Links 4/16 does have a link about social justice warriors so that makes some sense, but OT47 doesn’t, so my conclusion is that there is just something that was in the water around that time). This theory says that the Commentariat really liked talking about SJWs, and when they were prevented from talking about SJWs they just stopped engaging with the blog altogether.

The problem with this theory is that there is nobody really preventing the Commentariat from talking about SJWs to their heart’s content after April 2016. In February 2016, Scott requested that all Culture Wars topics be quarantined to a single Culture Wars thread on the r/slatestarcodex subreddit (link). This seems like the most common-sense explanation for the observation that the comment section changes dramatically around this time - of course engagement and usage of the term ‘SJW’ falls off when usage of the term ‘SJW’ is quarantined to a single thread in an offsite forum. However, the major problem with this explanation is that it doesn’t fit the data – comment section engagement increases throughout February – April 2016 and only starts dropping in May, when as far as I can see there is no specific events occurring in the r/slatestarcodex subreddit to explain it. Also, in February 2019 the Culture Wars Thread was euthanised (link) but there is no corresponding uptick in comment section engagement as people migrated back from the Culture Wars thread to the SSC comments section.

I thought perhaps discussion of SJWs might have been drowned out by discussions of something else, such that it became passé to be discussing SJWs when there was some other Culture Wars issue at stake. This would mirror what happened to online feminism, where it became passé to discuss women specifically and more trendy to discuss intersectionality / race issues from about 2016 onwards. The obvious candidate for this switch is Trump and the rise of the MAGA movement. March 2016 was probably the last period where you could kind of convince yourself Trump wasn’t going to win the Republican Primary. In March 2016 it was just about possible Cruz could have won, but by April 2016 Trump was winning every Primary with decisive majorities. If you are slightly younger you may not have been online during that period, but I can attest that it was completely crazy commenting in political spaces around that time; I’d argue a strong candidate for the most toxic comments section ever is You Are Still Crying Wolf, where Scott offers some extremely guarded non-criticism of Trump, arguing that he was not unusually racist by American Presidential standards. This didn’t make my database because Scott nuked the comments for being too toxic, so we will never know mathematically how bad the comments were, but anecdotally they were pretty standout – closer to 4Chan than ACX in places.

The evidence for this hypothesis is kind of mixed – if you abandon all sense of statistical appropriateness you can freehand draw a line which kind of looks like the decline in ‘SJW’ tokens is mirrored by a rise in ‘Trump’ tokens when you normalise the two terms, but you can also do that with any other word that was trending in April 2016, like ‘Snowden’ or ‘Wikileaks’ (or ‘Harambe’ as per the graph below). Looking just at the data it isn’t really a very impressive correlation to draw.
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I appreciate it is so boring to conclude that Trump is the Great Satan for the millionth time. However, I do think if you add in contextual factors there is reason to be cautiously supportive of a ‘Donald Trump killed the AXC Comments Section’ theory:


	
The volume of ‘Trump’ comments is absolutely massive - around 11% of all comments were about Trump in January 2017, which is greater than comments about Russia during their invasion of Ukraine (10%) and comments about COVID during the first few months of the pandemic (7%). Even a topic like SJWs, which the Commentariat really liked talking about, could only manage a peak of around 1.2% (although eg ‘gender’ peaks at 5.5% and ‘feminis*’ peaks at 3.7%). Concepts like ‘Harambe’ and ‘Wikileaks’ barely register on this scale, at 0.3% and 0.5% peaks respectively. So even though the shape of the two curves looks similar when you normalise them, it is reasonable to believe Trump could have had a significant enough impact on the comments section to dislodge forum norms, in a way Harambe did not.



	
Looking at the data for related terms makes it clear that a massive shift in discourse occurred around the time of Trump’s election – terms which were somewhat common before (like SJW) died out basically overnight, whereas terms which arose in the alt-right ecosystem spring up basically at the same time. Also of importance, there is no clear term that replaces ‘SJW’ until early 2017 (with ‘antifa’), and no equivalent term that sticks until ‘woke’ enters common parlance.





s

So this theory says something like: the Commentariat was uniquely well suited to discussing Culture War issues in 2016. These largely revolved around gender debates – men vs women, creeps and niceguys etc. The Commentariat developed very virtuous norms around Culture War issues, which was self-reinforcing as SSC developed a reputation as a place you could come to have interesting and nuanced discussion about Culture Wars topics. This virtuous Commentariat was fuelled by Scott, who would write thoughtful takes on concepts like trigger warnings, rape culture, harassment, etc, and who set the standard for what this sort of debate could look like.

Trump’s success fundamentally changed things; first, Culture Wars arguments became a lot more mainstream, because the President of the United States had made Culture Wars arguments a major part of his policy platform. So you didn’t have to come to SSC to see arguments about Culture Wars, you could just turn on the news. Second, a bunch of people who wanted to discuss gender norms specifically found their arguments hijacked to be about Trump (“How can you talk about X when Trump is doing Y?!”). Scott also blogged less about Trump (because he was travelling, and because I guess Trump didn’t interest him so much) so there was less guidance on what norms around Trump should look like, although admittedly not none [EDIT: This was true at the time I wrote it, but Scott has recently been blogging about Trump / MAGA movement a bit more. So we’ll have to see how that shakes out]. Therefore, it became harder to adopt virtuous discussion norms around Trump (which – parenthetically - seems to be a general effect Trump has on people, both pro and anti). However, as these virtuous norms were something people actually liked, losing them hurt the Commentariat.

Of the three arguments I have considered, I am mostly taken with a story where the change to Open Thread frequency led to a significant shift in engagement, and during the period Trump caused a massive external shock to the ecosystem containing SSC (something like ‘longform political discussion forums’). Both of these factors individually shifted commenting norms in a way people didn’t like, but both of these factors together meant that the norms didn’t recover as they might have done in the past – influential posters who might have previously guided community norms through an emotive period were burning out on the Open Thread frequency, while newer commentors were excited to use all the airtime available to them in Open Threads to discuss Trump and his platform to the exclusion of the rest of the Commentariat’s hyperfixations. After the discourse moved on from Trump about a year later (September 2017-ish) the Commentariat that remained had become stuck in a situation of ‘shoot from the hip’ commenting, where politeness was preserved by accepting less complex or divisive discussion, on average.

If true, this would be a very optimistic story to tell, because you don’t really see similar markers in 2024 when Trump II was elected, suggesting the Commentariat has worked out how to have mature discussions about Trump without swamping other topics they want to discuss. Similarly, Scott made no major changes to the comment section during that period, so it was able to adjust to post-Trump norms more naturally. Together, that suggests that the green shoots of improving comment quality we see in 2024 and early 2025 have no natural reason to reverse, and we could easily be seeing a Commentariat renaissance in progress.

Conclusions

I want to end with two concluding thoughts.

First, although I have meandered at times, this is supposed to be a review – I therefore reckon I need to come down on one side of the fence or the other on the question of whether the Commentariat now is better or worse than the Commentariat of 2016. I have constructed a composite measure of ‘Commentariat Quality’ from the list of four measures I described earlier – each measure given equal weighting - and applied them to every comment section.

If we believe that I’ve captured the four essential characteristics of the Commentariat well, then the best comment section there has ever been is on an ACC entry from 2018, Should Transgender Children Transition? (the best comment section on a Scott-authored post is also on trans issues, interestingly). The best individual comment which has ever been made is apparently this comment by neonwattagelimit. There’s nothing really wrong with this comment, and I can see why it scored highly on my algorithm - however I think it shows the limits of defining quality algorithmically, because I wouldn’t say it has the indefinable features that would make it a good candidate for (for example) Comment of the Week status.

The output of this scoring algorithm is recorded below. A score of zero means a perfectly average month, and positive scores indicate higher Commentariat Quality as defined by my algorithm. The cells are colour-coded so that stronger months are greener and weaker months are redder (grey cells are the blog’s hiatus, and don’t count towards the averages).
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My review of the overall Commentariat is that there was indeed a ‘Golden Age’ of comments from around 2016-2018, which occurs slightly later than the period of peak engagement (April 2016). We are currently slightly above average in terms of quality, which I believe means we would rate a solid B, or perhaps even a B+. I’ve decided we deserve the B+ because signs are that the Commentariat is improving on most measures of quality so the trend is in the right direction, plus I love the Commentariat so I’m biased towards higher scores.
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Second, in preparing the data for this essay I did some rudimentary sentiment analysis as a precursor to looking at ‘toxicity’ as its own thing. The results are not especially interesting (all expressions of emotion have been dropping in a linear fashion since 2013) but I came across a very interesting outlier I thought I would share. The graph below shows the frequency of comments which display positive emotional content – joy, excitement, anticipation etc. The massive outlier during the COVID era is this post where Scott announces he will begin blogging again after a several-month stretch where that did not look at all certain. For all that the Commentariat may have had some teething problems with the switch to ACX, I think this datapoint does more than the entire preceding essay at expressing how much I value the ACX Commentariat (and Scott himself) as providing a unique culture of lively, frank and polite discussion. I am looking forward to another decade of following the Commentariat, wherever they happen to be hosted.
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The aphorism "Music is the universal language of mankind" - Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Relevant context: I play jazz saxophone at a high level.

Here are two situations that I’ve been in a million times and that feel strikingly similar:


	
Conversing in Portuguese, which I speak mediocrely, and running into something I don’t know how to say.



	
Improvising on the guitar, which I play less-than-mediocrely, and attempting to play something requiring a note outside of the rudimentary scales I’ve practiced.





In both cases, the feeling is that there’s a nice, well-formed idea in my head that I could express perfectly well some other way, but I’m blocked by my lack of ability.

I want to contrast these with a third situation. I’ve been taking salsa classes for about half a year, with no prior experience with dance beyond doing the White Boy Shuffle™ at college parties. At my classes, the teacher puts on music and calls out a series of moves that we perform in real time, like the world’s least intimidating drill platoon. I’m great at this and nail it almost every time. Then I go to the club, where I find myself:


	Trying to dance a whole five-minute salsa tune with no one telling me what to do, and completely drawing a blank.



This is a much different feeling. The problem is no longer that there’s something in my head that I can’t get out; it’s that there’s nothing in my head to begin with, or at least no dance moves (my inner monologue, on the other hand, keeps a running commentary along the lines of “what was that spin we learned last week?” and “oh my god that’s the fourth time we’ve done that move in the last 30 seconds, surely she’s getting bored by now”).

I want to use the example of these three scenarios to argue against one interpretation of the statement that “music is a language.” Clearly it’s a pretty decent analogy at a high level; both involve transmitting some information over auditory channels, are constrained by culture-specific and essentially arbitrary conventions, and serve as media for creative expression. Language can be musical, music can feel like a conversation, and none of what follows should be taken as denying that. My aim is to set an upper bound on how far we ought to push the metaphor, rather than to outright reject it.

All that said, the way of thinking that I claim is wrong goes like this:

“There are thoughts in my head. They spawn there in English, but since I also speak Dothraki and Kazakh I can translate them, or if I’m in Essos or Almaty sometimes they just spawn in those respective languages. Since music is a language, if I learn how to play the guitar I’ll be able to translate my thoughts into music, the way learning a bunch of words in a new language lets me translate my thoughts into that language.”

Instead, I claim:


	The kind of thoughts you express when you improvise music (or dance) are completely distinct from the kind of thoughts you express with language (call them “music-thoughts” vs “dance-thoughts” vs “language-thoughts”)

	There is no way to directly translate between these different kinds of thoughts

	Non-prodigies without experience improvising will generally not have music or dance-thoughts, and there is no easy, fast, or obvious way to start having them (or to have better ones)



These strike me as the kind of claims that seem either obviously true or obviously false depending on your intuition, so let me first argue that they’re true and then that they’re not obvious. For the moment, I’m distinguishing between thoughts and feelings/emotions, and just talking about thoughts; I’ll come back to feelings at the end.

In his essay “Musical thinking,” philosopher of music Jerrold Levinson distinguishes between two conceptions of music as thought…..just kidding, I’m arguing mostly from personal anecdote [1]. You’ll have to take my word for it, but I promise that, in general, nothing remotely resembling natural language thought is going through my head when I’m improvising on the saxophone. This actually wasn’t clear to me before I started preparing this review; I’m usually just not paying any attention to what my brain is doing while I’m playing. As an experiment, I sat down, played for a bit, and tuned in to my thought process mindfulness-style as best I could.

Like I said, I didn’t find an inner monologue per se, but it turns out that if I’m playing well, I can kind of “hear” what I’m about to play in my head a split second before it comes out of the horn. Those little phrases are what I want to call music-thoughts; they spawn without any particular effort or concentration (if the tune isn’t too complicated), and change in response to both the underlying harmony and whatever I played last. If I do have a language-thought (about the music, not just my mind wandering), it’s usually something along the lines of “I should incorporate that new thing (pattern, scale, etc) I’ve been practicing.” This can either trigger a corresponding music-thought [2] or not; if not, I can shoehorn in the new thing anyway but whatever I play will invariably sound forced and mechanical [3], like a 45-year-old trying to sound hip with some bit of Gen Z slang.

My misadventures dancing further convince me that English-to-X translation is not what’s going on when I improvise. I have plenty of language-thoughts in my head while I dance, including thoughts about seemingly relevant things like the music, and I know a solid handful of moves, but despite my best efforts I can’t link the two up in any coherent way.

Given that I’m pretty new to dancing, you could dismiss my problem as a lack of “vocabulary” (maybe I just don’t know the dance translation for “I hope the sound system explodes in the middle of this song before I run out of ideas”), but I think there’s at least one clear counterexample: classical musicians, who despite knowing their instruments inside and out and attaining levels of mastery I can only marvel at are generally unable to improvise [4]. This contradicts the model where you start with general, undifferentiated Thoughts and Ideas, then get them into the world via your outlet of choice; were that the case, we’d expect superb technical skill on an instrument to be more than sufficient for realizing thoughts via music. If a few months and a couple hundred words on Duolingo are enough to start improvising sentences about el gato en la biblioteca, but twenty years of practicing violin until your fingers bleed aren’t enough to make it through 32 bars of “Fly Me to the Moon,” clearly the analogy is flawed.

At this point, you might have noticed that, to the extent that domain-specific, untranslatable thoughts of uncertain genesis are a feature of the world, they’re surely not confined to language, music, and dance. Anyone who’s been a novice at an activity requiring creative decision-making, especially in real-time, is familiar with the feeling of paralysis in the face of a vast, apparently featureless possibility space, and anyone who has progressed past this level knows that ideas tend to arrive seemingly ex nihilo, rather than after a process of rational deliberation (and sometimes directly contradict what rational deliberation tells you!). Even in a basically objective, calculation-intensive activity like chess, there’s a difference in kind between an amateur who decides their next move after five minutes of mental simulation and a pro who sees a position and instinctively knows the best line. The latter doesn’t reduce to the former.

In accordance with the theorem that nothing written by a rando on the internet can be simultaneously true, general, and novel, you can pretty fairly accuse me here of just reinventing something like System 1 vs System 2 thinking [5], and indeed we can tidily classify cases where you directly have an X-thought, like a musical idea, as utilizing System 1, while cases where you try to engineer an X-thought through deliberation as utilizing System 2. Still, I think there are some subtleties when it comes to music and language. First, I usually thought about System 1 and 2 in the context of practical decision making, as the difference between a gut reaction and a considered choice. Upon reflection, improvising is just making a continuous stream of micro-decisions and so should be subject to the same analysis, but on the surface creative activities seem like a different sort of thing than e.g. picking a washing machine based on vibes.

Second, the relationship of language to both systems is complicated, in that we often use language for System 2 thinking, but the process of forming thoughts into language itself almost always uses System 1 (unless you’re struggling to find the precise words for a thought, or translating into a language you don’t know well); it’s natural, spontaneous, and effortless. Thus the rough heuristic of “if I’m inner-monologuing about it, I’m using System 2” fails when what we’re considering is exactly the activity of inner-monologuing, or the music/dance/whatever equivalent.

Technical points aside, my main defense against the charge of stating the obvious again comes from my personal experience. All of the beginner improvisers I’ve given lessons to ask some variant of the question “how do I decide what notes to play?” I usually say something about listening to the harmony, forming a coherent melodic idea, etc, but the real answer is of course that you don’t “decide,” at least at any conscious level; it’s like asking “how do I decide what words to say?” Some part of this question is probably wishful thinking – the kind of knowledge that you can learn from a textbook is always easier to acquire than the kind requiring raw experience – but I think at least some part reflects genuine confusion about what improvising actually entails. Moreover, despite my decade-and-a-half of experience improvising on the saxophone, I still fell into exactly the same trap when starting to dance! I spent months trying to figure out how I’m supposed to decide what moves to do before making the connection and realizing that the question is ill-posed [6].

Thinking about music and dance as involving their own distinct kinds of thought also clarified the concept of “expressiveness” for me. To give a mildly self-incriminating example, I play fighting games competitively, especially the Super Smash Bros. series. There have been various editions of Smash throughout the years for different consoles, and all have their devotees, but the version for Nintendo GameCube (“Melee”) is widely regarded as having the highest skill ceiling and allowing for the most precise control of your character. Melee diehards love to talk about how “expressive” the game is, and for a while I rolled my eyes whenever I heard this [7]. Like, what could you possibly be expressing with a combo in Super Smash Bros. (other than maybe anger)?

I now think that this skepticism stemmed from the view of language-thoughts as privileged or fundamental, and of expression in other domains as requiring translation from language to the medium of choice. On the view where Smash-thoughts (or maybe fighting-game-thoughts) are their own kind of thing, it’s obvious how to interpret the claim that Melee is expressive; it’s simply an overall better vehicle for realizing these sorts of thoughts, the same way that a saxophone is a better vehicle for realizing music-thoughts than a kazoo [8]. A more everyday domain replete with non-linguistic expression is fashion; self-expression in the context of an outfit doesn’t mean somehow transmuting your opinions about pizza toppings into a choice of shirt and pants. You just have an outfit-thought, and realize it to the best of your ability and wardrobe.

The other phenomenon that I feel like I understand a little better in light of the view I’ve articulated is talent. Lurking in the background this whole time has been the question “how do you start having X-thoughts/have more interesting X-thoughts?” It’s seemingly paradoxical; you want to train your unconscious mind/System 1/Primordial-Soup-Whence-Your-Thoughts-Emerge via directed effort, but directed effort is pretty much by definition a conscious activity. It turns out that the best you can do is some combination of ingesting/analyzing good examples and just trying to do the thing yourself, with a mix of pre-planned ideas and randomness, and eventually your brain does magic and starts generating ideas of your own. It’s intuitive that something like this must be true when it comes to improving ideas — there’s no deterministic recipe for having better language-thoughts [9] — but since most of us don’t remember learning our first language, we don’t have a good reference for the process of going from having no ideas to some ideas (“gaining consciousness,” if you will). Having a step clearly labeled “the brain does magic” provides a convenient slot for an otherwise-nebulous concept like talent; it consists at least in part in how efficiently your brain does that magic.

So where does all this leave us with respect to “music is a language”? Clearly in some ways music is like language, but those are mostly ways that music and language are also like everything else. I think the main link propelling the aphorism is the similar-seeming relationships of music and language to emotions, which I’ve been ignoring until now. It’s true that songwriters can write sad songs to reflect or give voice to their sadness in much the same way that poets can write poetry, and listeners/readers might find that the two media resonate with their own emotional states in similar ways [10]. That said, I think what’s going on when someone writes e.g. sad poetry is closer to description of or inspiration from an inner state, rather than the brain-to-reality transfer that happens when I play a musical idea. It’s hard to see how someone could express their sadness with the same sort of directness; emotions just don’t seem to have a corresponding medium in the exterior world the way that music-, dance-, or language-ideas do. Still, if you’re unconvinced, you can just take the preceding arguments as applying to the dare-I-say majority of ideas across types that aren’t intended to reflect an emotion.

I’ll conclude with a caveat. I’m a pretty good musician and improviser, but the talent distribution has a long tail, and it’s definitely possible that my claims here no longer apply past a certain level. Maybe Chris Potter [11] really can play a Shakespearean sonnet on his horn. I also don’t have synesthesia and have never tried psychedelics, both of which could conceivably scramble sensory modalities enough to make translation between thought-types possible (or at least seem reasonable from the inside). For those groups, music might genuinely be a language. For the rest of us, it picks up right where language leaves off [12].


Notes


[1]

His essay is excellent and touches on many of the ideas to follow, if you’re into that sort of thing. https://www.musicandmeaning.net/issues/showArticle.php?artID=1.2



[2]

The corresponding music-thought is still not a musical translation of the English-thought, the same way that the Portuguese word cão is not a translation of “I should write the Portuguese word for a furry four-legged friend.”



[3]

How can I play something without having a music-thought about it? In the end, notes on instruments are produced by series of physical actions. If I know what buttons I need to press to play a certain scale, I can play it even if I don’t instinctively know what it will sound like before it comes out.



[4]

Am I claiming classical musicians who can’t improvise don’t have music-thoughts? Kind of; clearly they have beautiful and nuanced thoughts vis-a-vis interpretive elements of music like dynamics, tone, tempo, vibrato, etc. Still, I think it’s fair to say that the content of e.g. a language-thought is (mostly, usually) distinct from its verbal delivery, and so I’m comfortable restricting the content of music-thoughts by definition to more constitutive elements like melody, harmony, and rhythm.



[5]

https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/philosophy/system-1-and-system-2-thinking



[6]

This is the main reason I think I’m not purely fighting a strawman here. Even if few people would defend the view that music is literally a language the way that Portuguese is, I think many people implicitly expect learning music to be like learning language in a way that presupposes similarities that don’t exist.



[7]

Some putative examples of self-expression in Melee: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ui0ExdoEBNA



[8]

This doesn’t mean that anyone who plays the other versions of the game is somehow wrong; I accept that the piano is on balance a better instrument for expressing music-thoughts than the saxophone (for one, you can play multiple notes at the same time), but the saxophone has a unique character that I like, and excels at certain aspects of expression, such that it’s not strictly dominated by other instruments. The same goes for Smash.



[9]

If you know of one, hit me up.



[10]

The standard idiomatic English here would be that artists are “expressing” their emotions, but I’ve already introduced the idea of expression to mean the concrete realization of an idea.



[11]

As good as it gets. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UeRQWQnCuuY&t=174s



[12]

https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/hans\_christian\_andersen\_192604






The Beginning After the End of Humanity Circus

A small brass orchestra. Tables of booklets and postcards, some priced half off after being left in the rain. An Emceewalking around the audience, handing out programs, holding a papier-mâché top hat for donations, repeatedly encouraging everyone to sit closer. A grassy stage with a backdrop depicting twin suns and a cluster of inscrutable figures born aloft by a single set of wings, draped in front of a repainted school bus. On October 2nd, 2024, the Bread and Puppet Theater visited Bowling Green Ohio on tour, presenting The Beginning after the End of Humanity Circus on the lawn behind Bowling Green State University’s Wolfe Center for the Arts.

After some introductions, the show began, a series of vignettes that used a variety of masks and puppets, each loudly and presentationally announced. In one of the first, a figure labeled “Empire” was attacked by a trio of grim reapers before being defibrillated by a set of figures labeled “Lockheed Martin,” “Amazon,” “Boeing,” “Nestle,” and “Monsanto.” However, some sort of flying pig managed to deal a blowto Empire that the corporations could not heal. This sketch set the tone for many that would follow, all enthusiastically received by the audience. One notable scene presented The World’s Most Useful Billionaire, a colossal papier-mâché figure which was attacked by said pig and then devoured by tigers. What struck me at that moment was that, although the intent seemed transgressive, the cheers from the audience revealed that no transgression had occurred. I realized that even if a billionaire had been present, the display would have come across as a reenactment of ad-nauseam twitter discourse, not a serious confrontation. Likewise, when the cast recounted the chain of command that led to the July 2024 death of Muhammed Bhar, pointing to the voters who elected the politicians who funded the military who ordered a dog to attack him, my immediate reaction was not anger, dismay or shame, but that I already knew my congressman was a war criminal. Although the style was confrontational and activistic, nobody seemed offended, shocked, or even surprised. The performance also featured a stage-struck chicken (or turkey?) dancing to Edith Piaf’s “Milord,” a flock of migratory birds meant as a celebration of human migration, and it closed with a story of the Jenin Horse, and a chant of “From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free.”

Robert Brustein opens_The Theatre of Revolt_ by drawing a distinction between the “theatre of communion…where traditional myths were enacted before an audience of believers against the background of a shifting but still coherent universe”[1] and revolt, “where myths of rebellion are enacted…in a flux of vacancy, bafflement, and accident.”[2] In the theatre of revolt, “[n]o longer the spokesman for the audience, or its paid entertainer, the dramatist becomes its adversary.” Although the Bread and Puppet performance was rebellious against a system, the audience was not under attack. In “I Can Tolerate Anything Except the Outgroup,” Scott Alexander argues that when pundits criticize groups of which they are a part, they don’t actually mean themselves or their friends, therefore making their “humble self-criticism” insincere[3]. Likewise, “the voters” who indirectly killed Muhammed Bhar meant someone else, not the audience present, even if some members of the audience may have voted for politicians who voted to fund Israel’s military operations.

Brustein goes on to say that “[t]he theatre of revolt…is the temple of a priest without a God, without an orthodoxy, without even much of a congregation.”[4] I would argue that, literal metaphysics aside, the performance established an orthodoxy, one that was enthusiastically embraced by its congregation. Ultimately, the performance was a celebration of shared values, both responding to and reinforcing the cultural identity of the audience. Rather than propagandistic, it was communal. As stories from the news were built into cultural myths, the audience’s cultural identity coalesced as carriers of these myths. One such myth was the story of Crystal Mason, which was told to the audience as puppets enacted key moments. In this myth, Mason was sentenced to prison for attempting to vote in 2016, got her conviction overturned, and is currently fighting to have the overturning upheld. The myth that was performed made no mention of her legal ineligibility to vote because of a prior conviction of tax evasion. Thus, the story of a black woman accused of voter fraud over a misunderstanding transformed into a myth of a black woman persecuted for attempting to vote in the first place. This myth shaped the audience’s collective relationship to their country: I would argue that these two versions of the story warrant different responses, and by invoking in the audience the latter, the company of the show gave the audience an identity they would not receive elsewhere, setting them apart from the world but closer to each other. This performance was a part of the Theatre of Communion, bringing its audience together, a conduit for shared understanding and identity, separate from certain outside institutions, but not separate from its pre-show self.

The performance contained one vignette in which a performer announced that the goats had the garlic, which meant there would be bread and garlic aioli after the performance ended. This is a tradition as old as Bread and Puppet Theater itself: the Company’s website tells of how at the beginning of its history, the cast “would distribute [founder Peter] Schumann’s bread to the audience who would slowly chew the coarse sourdough as the puppet performance ensued.”[5] Over the years, this tradition has transformed from a practical to a symbolic feeding: when I got to the front of the line, I received a sliver of bread about an inch square. Thus, the Communion was complete.
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The Brutalist

We are at a turning point in cinema where the classics seem as though they may never be made ever again. But we are trying.

This is a phenomena strewn throughout all art forms at the moment; but particularly in any mainstream product that is admitted within the Overton window.

Homage, emulation and amalgamation - mostly nostalgia - have become the taste by which many of the studios have banked on, and thus much of the current storytelling has become; this association with and partaking of the familiar.

These habituated experiences have become the thing that has supplanted the will of an audience to simply walk into a "pure" or "singular" experience. However, increasingly we are starting to see a hunger around the periphery that a small number of studios are attempting to satiate so long as it fits their model.

The films that are attempting to conform to this model, let's call them, “The ironic classics,” are as such attempting to harness the energy of what came before it, banking on its audience to understand the language of yesteryear.

Of course, this is not unprecedented, and is admittedly something of a tradition itself within film - borrowing and stealing - used by filmmakers of all kinds, perhaps all filmmakers, and all artists for that matter.

But a new sort of tradition emerges. From the tradition of films that purposefully deviate the norm, we now find films follow the rule of breaking the “rules,” in an attempt to set itself apart in such distinction as to be considered a classic, in this newfound ironic sense.

These films, merely because they are not conforming to model of the past decade and a half - utilizing the actors and actresses whose Instagram following allows the broadest marketing platform, from which they can broadcast behind the scenes material (something that used to be a post-production bonus), and showcase their performance-enhanced bodies well lit and airbrushed in front of walls of blue and green, ostensibly saving imaginary cities from phantom aliens whose tesseracts have open up the MuLtIvErSe (Bro, do you even read Deutsch) and threaten to obliterate all of mankind under a set of different game theories - are under these conditions beginning to receive reviews and scores from audiences the likes of which we’ve only previously seen from the New Hollywood era, and perhaps a few stragglers from there to here.

The Brutalist is one such film that fits this new model. Of course, it itself cannot be blamed for coming forth from and into such a world, but does itself seem to be a product of it.

In this turning point of ours, what used to be industry secrets, have now been placed front and center, a way to sell the movie as a sort of “bespoke” experience to those whose taste is slightly elevated above those whose precious is spent on the new opiate of the masses - the TikTok model, sporting events, or cooking show reruns. This lot would not be lured into an IMAX screening because a film was shot with a 1:90:1 ratio on 70mm film.

But it’s the alleged crowd who “care” about cinema that is attracted to these ironic classics, and I think that they do.

But too much is said about these ironic classics before they’re even given the time to breathe, to come to life and to stand on their own two feet.

"It's giving x," "It uses the x format/ratio," "It's shot on x." These are among the many cases discussed why a work, typically of a highbrow or arthouse nature, such as The Brutalist, should exist. All having nothing to do with the intrinsic merits of its story - the basis for its existence - but all ways in which these works are now ironically themselves seemingly and inevitably informed; instilled with a sense of irony.

It used to be that many classics wouldn’t even be recognized as such until many years later when their prints were dusted off of shelves or experienced a home video resurrection and DVD revival.

These new merits are becoming the face of the movie to justify its existence in lieu of the flimsy faith of those who espouse to care about cinema but who will, at the end of the day, just like those hoi polloi, watch what they’re told and like what they’re supposed to.

I suppose this is still not entirely new, as the model has always been that of calculated risk; to work within the framework and those films that slip through cracks and shine above their peers are the exception to the rule. But in this new meritocracy, studios are now constructing elaborate explanations as to why something that was once industry standard is now something unique and special, such as shooting on celluloid.

These practices now come with a troubling reverence as they treat the piece as an enshrined article, not only before it has proved its own merits, but as an experience that is billed as an endangered rarity and not the forced scarcity that it is. As if we are already making the case that humans should still be allowed to make films at all and not yet taken away and given over to artificial generation.

Does the bravery (or rather, generosity) of the audience match the bravery of the artist? Do the artists have the bravery to give the audience an unadulterated experience, or merely nostalgic simulacra? And do the studios, and the industry at large, have the courage to stand up for humanity, not only within the stories it tells, but within the machinations by which it tells those stories.

These, I believe are the current questions paramount amidst this emerging “post-Marvel” cinema landscape.

So it is that the bar for The Brutalist has been set quite high.

It is both a film of cinematic and cultural historical importance. It exercises the immemorial ghosts of our nation's past, stirring the melting pot to check the current temperature, while attempting to conjure whatever relevant haunts of arthouse revivalism are able to find their way into the conversations being had from walls of social feeds to the red carpets that are laid out for those who stumble their way, like delirious triathlon participants, at the end of awards show campaign trails.

Not one to pass on this our current valued experience, I dutifully purchased an IMAX ticket for $20+ fees. Not bad. In fact, I'm happy to pay. I have to travel about 45 minutes to and from the nearest IMAX theater which, with an hour and a half round trip in my Jeep, puts us about that much in gas expense.

So that I don't have my car broken into (the contents of which that could be stolen - soccer balls, and jumper cables - would not begin to approach the approximately $350 for a front left window [I currently supplement income from remote auto glass sales while studying and writing my screenplays so I know the market]), or be ticketed, towed, or become subject to any other acts of God, I use the hotel parking garage adjacent to the theater that comes out to $26.

So all told, we are talking about approximately a $70 movie. A dollar a millimeter.

It's an abomination. It’s almost as expensive and rare an experience as buying eggs. And in the downtown city which shall not be named, probably more dangerous. But I'm excited. This is a unique experience. Whatever its reasons, what remains to be true is that this is something that happens very rarely, and therefore does hold sacred value.

It shouldn't be this way, but it is.

I am also elated that, after years of proselytizing that intermissions make their way back into the theater experience (because Hollywood heard me above the roar of all 7 of my followers on Letterboxd), that the experience is finally here and I can watch a movie confidently and accommodatingly.

So we are underway.

Unless you've been living a life of pure ignorance, it would be impossible to watch this film without a string tethered to your consciousness as you journey into the labyrinth of this beast; especially if you are an American.

If you are an immigrant, or the recent child of immigrants, or even from a poor working class background this film hits you like a lead brick.

I've been on very precarious footing lately. The fast four to six years kind of lately. Finally healthy enough to even begin thinking about living above the status quo, I am beginning to plan the leap into the unknown and into an unknown destination soon.

I've been having doubts about my ability and my resources - a constant worry and fear that wherever I land will not be on solid ground.

I've blamed myself for this. I haven't made good with myself in the first decade of adulthood (plus some). I've worked hard, sure. I've clocked more hours than the average of my peers; certainly have sweated more. But short order cooks, hard as they work, do not make scalable income.

And the (artistic) risks during that time, the thousands of dollars of (personal) investment of which were put forth into creating music and film to construct a vision from which I could buil a career have, so far, led to nothing.

I've come from a working/lower class background. My Father was a tradesman and union member. My brother and I were reminiscing just recently about how we used to love feigning sickness so that we could accompany our Mother, who worked as a house cleaner, to an enormous house in Tiburon, CA; a city which boasts some of the highest median housing costs in the entire world. On those treasured days we would retrieve Juice Squeeze from the enormous stainless steel refrigerators doors, eat fruit snacks out of the walk-in pantry, and with these delights in hand watch Honey I Shrunk the Kids from the gargantuan flat screen TV’s, the size of small vehicles, from the plush white leather couches from Ethan Allen. I even remember thinking Sophie’s (the poodle) dog-jerky smelled appetizing in this imaginarium.

From these relatively humble origins, I've often privately (wrongly) held grievances against my upbringing. When money is tightly allocated, not so much paycheck to paycheck as day to day, you aren't exactly planning for the future so much as truly living in the moment. As a child this can be a precarious existence. But in that "volatile" environment it can also be quite exciting.

In my experience, the first ten moves for a child are merely new places to explore and stoke a curiosity within a new domain of play in which a voyeur like myself can observe the world again and again. This is, of course, a far cry from the relative experience as an adult when this kind of stress only allows you to see a few feet in front of you at a time.

So it was that in my later years, coming from this stressed environment, that I lamented why I was never shown things like basic finance, much less understanding on how to get through college, starting a career and navigating debt; don’t even bother thinking of discussions about starting a business or wealth creation.

In the process of trying to understand where I have come from I have discovered that not much is clear about the history of, or the immigration process of my family, other than some tidbits on my father's side. His father's family changed their Scottish surname from “Canady” to the Irish spelling of “Kennedy,” in order to assimilate within the local population here in America. My grandmother, on my father's side, is the daughter of immigrants from Aarlborg and Copenhagen, Denmark, and who settled in Minnesota, ultimately finding their way to Oakland, California where they had found work during the War. From here it was not far away that I was born and raised.

Nearly nothing has been spoken of from my mothers side, the "Smiths," who, from what little remains of them, are over 90% British in origin. They became farmers in the valley and it was after a move to Napa that my parents met. Though there are stories of a great-grandfather who was a Policeman and high ranking Mason member (in the 30’s of degrees) who was curiously struck not once, but twice, the second time fatally, by a drunk driver. None of the progeny are Mason-affiliated.

I've pondered this probably more than most in my family - our origins. I've always, as many of us do in the United States, struggled with belonging - to friend groups, social circles, "scenes."

Perhaps the fetishization of identity, in the 21st century, is precisely because none of us feel as though we have properly inherited one. Many are being awakened to the startling realization that we are infants, or adolescents at best - generationally - within the United States, or even as members of a newly emerging global scene. We are finding that our Dasein has been uprooted and forced to begin again in a new sort of mirror stage, metamorphosing into an unprecedented unknown. Now untethered and free to roam we are temporally trapped nonetheless within the wilderness of belonging. And adhering to whatever evolutionary behavioral manifestations, as Narcissus, we owe our allegiance to, and are unable to break our infatuation with, the illusion of whatever new type of Being we are meant to inhabit and defend, while simultaneously being utterly dissatisfied and disillusioned with this reflection staring back at us. We are beginning to find a new form of discrimination wherein we no longer possess a vitriol towards each other for our differences. Rather, we hate what the other reminds us of: ourselves, or the absence thereof, as we become increasingly homogenized under the umbrella of globally serialized mass goods and services.

Not wanting part of this new landscape, but hopelessly entangled as we inevitably are, I believe I have always intuitively postured myself as an outsider, a wearer of an array of hats, attempting to move between worlds, not ever wanting to graft to any one place, people, or ideological affiliation.

I'd like to say it originally derived from a place of individualism - the same narcissism inflicting everyone else in our time - but in actuality it is much deeper rooted in agoraphobia; of being trapped in situations in which I cannot escape. Belonging in the modern world is no longer an exercise in the common good as it is to consent to be a peripheral character within someone else’s plans.

Not to be confused with claustrophobia, the agoraphobia I have become accustomed to relates to a deep-seated fear of being a part of these other people's plans, of social pressures, of mass movements; the herd. More troubling, I've never been able to commit to a life-plan, a career, and perhaps more troubling, relationships.

Deeper still, I've come to learn that much of this (other than having lived in three cities in 13 houses in as many years as a child and many more into adulthood) is because, like all Americans, I've never felt that I've truly belonged anywhere, to anyone, or to anything either, despite being told that my race and gender has decidedly affirmed this for me a priori.

This great experiment of ours, while well-rooted by now, has never created an environment conducive to truly working in cooperation with one another. We are, despite our foundations, or perhaps because of them, still skeptical of all authority in one way or another. And even in our collaborative efforts we find ways in which to become cynical of those who may find themselves usurping power and control of the group, and have thus fought hard to suppress any ideology that has a whiff of the collective lest it run amok into authoritarian structures.

Because we have no unifying mechanism, other than the vague definitions, or rather understanding, of "individualism" and "liberty," the lofty goals that we are taught will fill our lives - that we can “do anything and be anything” - are seen as individual missions to self-actualize by bettering ourselves through conquering careers and and personal achievements ascending our own private Mt. Everest.

But it is on this journey that we discover our feats are more often than not on the backs of others, and the trail littered with the oxygen tanks from struggling to keep pace in this rarified air, and whose lonely and isolated journey, that seeks to at all times suffocate us, demands of us to pay no mind to corpses that failed to reach their destination, and who now find their final resting spot, not smiling in a selfie with those who spent their fortune to look over the rest of the world, but pushed aside and stuffed into some solipsistic crevasse along the way. This metaphor is of course inaccurate as many more who ascend the literal Everest will have made it to the top safely and securely.

So it is in amongst these common goals that make up the traditions of our society that we find ourselves as cultural bastards. Yes, even the apparent antagonists of this film - and in the eyes of many in our geo-political temporality today - the WASP's, are perhaps precisely so maligned because they are the eldest our immigrant brethren, and thus the most untethered to any one place of lineal identity, and who, in their "burden," most identify with the frivolous nature of alienated and material motives, such as money and power; dominion; the so-called “Machiavellian” ethics.

So it is with this, with all these thoughts in mind, that I approached this film.

And as the film opens, and we find characters teeming with anxiety and fears, hopes and expectations, it is with this sensibility that I could not help but cry desperate tears when the overture reveals that land by which so many struggle and strive to reach out and touch to this very day in order to maybe, just maybe, make it.

A land that has come to mean something new to every generation. That even in its much maligned state still stands as a place of refuge, even through its crumbling fortitude does it stand as a beacon of what could be if we tried; a bastion of good will if only we want it to.

And this could have very well been the best moment of the film as The Brutalist goes on to make the case that we do not want it to.

And who is to say that it is wrong in doing so?

The casting of God into oblivion over the course of the past few centuries has revealed to us what we truly believe in. Where once we believed in divine providence - that no matter what happens we would always, at the end of all things, be offered salvation - we now believe that is only us and a thin blue atmosphere between life and the void.

We are all that stands between us and the infinite night.

As a global community, we've largely ignored this existential leap into the yawning abyss, into a black from which the light cast from the eyes of God may still bend but have not yet proven to have escaped the past few centuries wherein we find ourselves well beyond the chasm of darkness.

At this current moment in time, as if in a purgatory, we find ourselves in a lucid dream, in the eye of a storm, waiting for the winds of change to stir us once more from our somnambulism. But more likely it is from this drunken-slumber that it will be revealed that we are as Fortunato already chained, buried deep and irretrievable inside layers of wall within the catacombs.

"We are as parasites making tombs of the very carcass that we have destroyed."

We have already given up on ourselves, on our cultures, on our civilization and instead have turned to cheap amenities allocated by petty tyrants. We have indeed retreated within our homes, within our solipsistic lives, to become petty tyrants ourselves within our petty paradigms.

We have, in a few short generations, become professionals of working against each other rather than with and for each other.

And so it is, with our institutions and public works in decay, we have allowed these petty tyrants, these rat kings both of politics and industry, to capture our angst and turn us against one another and to convince us in our cynicism that indeed it all "is fucked;" unfixable. That only "they" can fix it.

As writer and historian Tom Holland has said, because we no longer believe in God, we also no longer believe in Satan, but Hitler. We no longer believe in Hell, but Auschwitz. We've abandoned the notion that it can always get worse, that there are always deeper levels to the Inferno, and we associate this evil to figures who represent the worst in others, but never ourselves. We don't imagine evil as something that moves to and fro the earth seeking to devour through seduction because, "We could never be Nazis, They are the Nazis."

And then there are those who, being aware of this, believe they have “integrated their shadow,” as a valid recusal to their participation in any future potentialities, as if it is a personal choice in a post-ironic world, and not some perennially unfurling reality of the collective unconscious haunting our best intentions for millenia wherein it becomes a decision between the lives of your sons and daughters and the alignment of emerging dictatorial morals that aren’t really so bad because, “At least they get things done.” And it is at this point we see that we find ourselves slipping back into a dark age, either ignorant of the matter, or simply numb to the fact and no longer caring.

In this contorted state, we have come to reject the divine or any notions of salvation. In an act of defiance, or perhaps in spite of its absence, we rail against notions of good and evil as we have attempted to defy beauty and to strip life of its unconscious meaning.

We have become Brutalists.

We have sought minimalism to wipe out the face of God, to remove his visage from our midst, to return ourselves to some blank slate from which we can imagine no heaven or hell; only a limbo between, wherein we drown out our intuitions with the white noise of blind-logic, pseudo-rationality, and weakly-borrowed and watered-down spirituality’s homogenized from their globalism spin cycle.

All this meant to serve us in our disbelief rather than place a concerted effort towards convictions of good faith.

Functionalism, utilitarianism, brutalism. These are the wellsprings of our dismal imaginations of a future rid of the stench of God, or even the gods and rituals of our ancestors for that matter, however severe the rubber band may come roaring back; springing from the collective unconscious again and again.

In this self-effacement, whatever vestigial remnants linger, their proper functions now long forgotten, are then inevitably dug up from the unmarked graves, their lifeless cadavers propped up for an array of ironic postmodern purposes, in an attempt to revivify the very bodies we once cursed as superstitious, and are now seeking to simulate and claim as our own creations within a paradoxical ceremony of necromancy.

Before this paradox was discovered (is unconsciously being discovered in real-time) the most prescient and immediate manifestation of our culture - architecture - began to reflect this notion of ours that we could do away with decorum.

The architects who designed the UN building (seen in The Brutalist) were obsessed with these notions that the decorative serves no function in the modern world; a reflection of our modern soul in the very building meant to serve as "uniting" the nations.

Its co-creator, architect, influential and leading member of the modern art movement, Le Corbusier, was also creator of the functionalist concept Ville Radieuse (or Radiant City). The actualization of this concept would produce what we now term as "housing projects.” Corbusier stated that styles were a “lie,” that houses were a "machine to live in," that "Decorative Art, as opposed to the machine phenomenon, is the final twitch of the old manual modes, a dying thing." And finally, "The religion of beautiful materials is in its final death agony."

One way we may be able to define the transcendent, through mediums of expression, could be defined as: Humanity’s longing to reach into his soul and pull out the unseen beauty of the divine to make manifest what is found therein.

If this is the case then such revulsion displayed by the modernists towards this innate human drive towards the transcendent can only be seen as a conscious defiance of our most intuitive consensus’; the ignoramus defying our instinctual proclivity towards the beautiful.

However, It would be unfair to charge the modernists and postmodernists with having wholesale dispensed with beauty within the arts entirely as is evident of our still feeling something from their works. But it has been in many ways the disillusioned response by our civilization ever since in reaction to this schizophrenic blank slatism; each of us unconsciously attempting to make sense of sixty multimillion dollar ink-blots, balloon dogs that sit in corporate structures, baby cribs, or toys in dog kennels without irony, and concrete structures whose utilitarian functions would bring a smile to Le Corbusier's ghost as its face haunts the cloned facades of prison structures, shopping centers and schools alike.

The Brutalist seems to suggest that its protagonist, in medias res to these stirrings, is moving in no particular direction other than working as an artist and human in a sort of intimate ecstasy in reaction and reflection to his surroundings. His mirror is one of brutalism, filtering the barren waste of his situation. A perfectly fine and justifiable representation of the reality of many, as even within its stark exteriors one can often find something truly, and uniquely revealing, and whose obstructions offer a much needed interruption to a monotonous skyline.

But in retrospect, these duplicitously reductionist forms have ultimately come to have been repeated ad nauseam until they, and their postmodern eventualities, now inescapably make up our most common vernacular across our countries landscape.

Because for decades now we have fallen for and followed this line of philosophy in our cultural blueprints, it is in this doubt, this doom, this fatalism and nihilism, we were, and continue to be, provided with two paths.

So far, we have chosen one that leads to these decisions wherein we derive no inherent meaning other than the purpose of something is to serve as a function, no more, no less.

In fact, the creed by which we have lived, where we have lacked convictions, is expressly stated by these architects, both literally and philosophically by Mies van der Rohe's: "Less is more."

So how has it been working?

Does it work for this film? Does it work for it aesthetically? Does it work for its thesis? Does it work as a marketing technique?

It may continue to work for Architectural Digest for decades running, or the swaths of “artists” who believe they have “seen it all,” and who confuse their “inspiration” for laziness, who return to these blank canvases as some sort of “revelatory” response to the noise of the past, and whose contempt for traditional beauty has been unconsciously instilled in them by bitter, and perhaps traumatized, post-War creators who have deafened the soul and blinded the vision of their successors of any alternative future.

Fortunately, we do have an alternative.

As the anthropologist David Graeber had said, “The ultimate hidden truth of the world is that it is something that we make, and could just as easily make differently."

As powerfully palpable as this film presents itself, so powerful that it caused a plunge so deep into my psyche that I could taste the other side, I think I reject the thesis of this film, if there even is one.

Although manically hopeful and with slivers of joy, as a whole The Brutalist seems so mired in its own depravity that it nearly doesn't have thesis or a general point. And does it need one? Well, apparently not as it seems to have registered well with the model of accolades and peer recognition.

But this is really the only conversation I’ve heard surrounding this picture. Nearly nothing seems to be made of what it is other than its stark facade. Though its emotions run generations deep, it does ultimately seem to resort to a resounding diatribe of those who would espouse that "everything is fucked."

As sad and in filth as this world can indeed be, and no matter how much I am myself convinced and sympathetic to this line of thinking at times, I know that, in accumulated analysis, this isn't close to being true, is it?

I often wonder if the arch of history has (apparently) bent towards the overall good despite our more base instincts that we act upon on any given day or if it is the millions of silent individuals who in spite of their more base instincts find a way to carry that arch on their backs one day at a time and we have found ourselves stumbling into the age we find ourselves now - questioning the intentions of all of those who have come before us.

I am starting to give our ancestors the benefit of the doubt. Because if they weren’t up for it how will we ever wish or hope or pretend to be?

Perhaps there are only miraculous things in existence today, for our benefit, that are owed to the fact that it is exactly because of those who, slowly but surely, resisted to fail prey to these everyday temptations, and who ensured that our world would follow the trends of the best of our ability, of our “nature,” of our Being.

Perhaps these people have always been among us. Perhaps for many ages they were even a minority, but owing to the minority principle, they eventually became the best of us who lived in defiance of this despair and saw to it that the lives we live would cater to their demands for a better world.

It is these types of humans that I find myself choosing to believe created the foundational vision for the United States, despite their relative hypocrisy. They would go one to be the ones to manifest this best nature in the building of the country and whose arm has held aloft that torch of immemorial light ever since. No matter how it may seem that it is lost to those tyrants in whom we mistakably concede defeat, it is worth keeping in mind that all those tyrants who came before have, so far, been outlasted by the preservation of this country's flame.

The arch of history is long and bends in the direction of the bold. Historically, these bold may have been indeed been bestial, depraved, demonic.

But as evident of our best of success, and growing affluence, they have also been decent, good, and becoming. And if this guiding light is to carry on we must be the strength which upholds its integrity.

If we are to follow the foibles of our country's worst characteristics, we are to commit a terrible disservice to all those who have tirelessly worked in the direction of our enlightenment. Forward, not into regressive parochialism, but into the time honored preservation of the traditions of our enlightenment. Not an enlightenment-blindness subjected to its own light, but in the light of faith, in one another, and in the best of our beliefs and institutions that, under constant and careful scrutiny, have, can and will have served us well - if only we want them to.

The film is then many things, great and terrible. It leaves the impression of a truly singular attempt at expressing other foreboding ideas that seem to lie deep within our country's collective unconscious, but are seen simmering day by day across its surface. It is a veritable microscopic study of this American essence; perhaps all of those souls whose spirit has been forgotten by the American Dream.

It does remind one of other (better) works before it. At its best, it is a stunning work of aesthetics and emotions. It is, in many ways, a film about getting art into the world (though it is, philosophically, not nearly as interesting or stimulating, not to mention “fun,” on this "meta" level as the architect metaphor of The House that Jack Built).

In some sense, it nails the truth of the worst; the most ugly American visage. But even in this sense, it is in some ways the poor man's There Will Be Blood. As palpably heavy and viscerally oppressive as it may be, it does not construct itself nearly as concisely or effortlessly as Paul Thomas Anderson’s American opus, nor its follow-up, another master stroke, and in many ways There Will Be Blood’s companion and equal in The Master. Each of which interact with many spirits while The Brutalist seems to really only engage with the one within its title.

What is omitted from this film then - though perhaps acknowledged at a glance - are the masses of individuals, the swaths of those who have given themselves to uphold the creed of the United States of America; whose lives inspired Emma Lazarus to invoke the very feelings that Laszlo felt when he arrived in America; a true feeling that we have seemed to stop believing, and only refer to in spite, or to justify populist revolt, or anarchic angst, or cynical disbelief.

The Brutalist seems to concede into this territory, the territory of the damned who abandoned hope upon entering, who see our country’s spirit as having gone to the wolves. It would be fine if it were to be an artistic statement unto itself. But within the context of this wholesale boast, within its spirit, its marketing, its subtext - its essence - it renders itself subject to wholesale refutal. I don’t wholesale reject the film, but it is hard to empathize with its demands that we wholesale accept it, as many seem to lazily comply.

I say no to those fatalists as I say no to those who think that our country's greatness is found in some parochial harkening of “greatness.” I say, what of those who would embrace this country with defiant hope against pessimism and with provocative joy against those who claim this country belongs to a tyrannical few. I say that that we each belong, each of us outcast without our consent, from lands to which we no longer belong, to find ourselves lost and confused, but found in our diversity in this, our foreign home:

"Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

With conquering limbs astride from land to land;

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command

The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.

“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she

With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

Two trailers played before this film that offer its viewers a fantasy of our past and where we find ourselves in the present.

One was the latest Superman, another sign indicative of our abandonment of the idea of God in reality, but nevertheless admit we are in need of its equal in our fictions - a savior to free us from existential threat. The other was a forthcoming picture by Ryan Coogler, which seems to promise the same service that Jordan Peele's Get Out did, which is primarily some sort of horror metaphor for the sins of America.

Both forthcoming films (as of the time of this writing), are presumably (I'm willing to stand corrected) fantasies constructed to deal with a complex reality that we are seemingly admitting is too hard to solve.

The Brutalist is ultimately not much different. It's like a Howard Zinn wet dream, imagining our past as brutal and indifferent, punctuated by small moments of glory under struggle, but ultimately never vindicated. I believe the first and second parts are true, but as is said, all we have to decide is what to do with the time given to us.

The film's resolution is then a decision into the baseless and erratic, as the only thing not rooted in its imagining, like Get Out, and ostensibly the forthcoming Sinners, are the very real effects of our emotional history. But even in The Brutalist, or "A People's History of the United States of America," we often see characters and people acting towards something else, against the nature of brutality and indifference.

And so I found myself pondering through that vapidly plotted epilogue, whose conclusion was as disappointing and unfulfilling as its Brutalism, somewhat stunned by my own reaction to it that this is not the idea America needs right now, nor is it very accurate.

It is perhaps vapid to even state that America is in need of a vision. And the one that it has: to Make America "Great" Again is often misconstrued by both its advocates and critics.

Its advocates would say that we have lost our way and that it, our country, ought to be restored to former glory: economically, morally, at its core. Its critics would say that it was never great, that these calls are merely harkenings towards a new type of populist facism, and that it has in actuality been quite awful for most of us, especially minorities, and that our greatness was merely an illusion of American exceptionalism.

What many are confusing, and even what the statement seems to be confusing, is that the slogan is suggesting that we should make America "Good" again. America wasn't always great or good, per se.

Those who plotted its course always oscillated between this “Greatness” and “Goodness,” and the end result plots us pretty accurately where we stand today. As these idealist visions began to burgeon the line of practice and preaching has always maintained a steady balance of both heavy criticism and praise. During that time we were indeed becoming great and have since then become the greatest country this world has ever seen.

But were we ever good?

The answer is obviously: not always. But as expressly stated and decidedly revealed so in our progress: Yes.

Always striving to better ourselves we have set the tone for the entire world this progress, slow and steady, and it has indeed shown through. We have, in a grand mess of a fashion, taken heed those words of Lazarus as the voice of our conscience as we have plotted ever so slightly towards the light.

So no, we ought not make America something it once was in the sense of a regression into past parochial political or industrial effort. This would be a great error in which many more people would needlessly suffer.

But in principle, in our moral guidance, we ought to restore America towards its core idea that we are at all times striving towards the greater good; a bold and progressive plight of its people into a dark and unknown future, carrying forth before us the torch of liberalism that we ensure that, for all who will uphold it, will see to it that its flame does not die out.

No, I am not advocating for propaganda. And I think this film may have indeed on some level been "necessary."

But on its own two feet it falls painfully short, it does not see the forest for the trees, and it seems to rely merely on the fact that it feels itself to be a work of art first, and a vague statement only as a weakly constructed, and contorted, afterthought. The latter of which, in its seeming recusal, is inspired by Corbet's Art House roots which have given him flimsy philosophical inspiration to cast towards concepts that, while each on their own may have worked, together have proved too bold and large for him to conduct.

When lost, he offers lewd acts in an already ugly picture to mask the fact that no real philosophical point has been posited and is banking that, in this confusion, audiences and critics alike will call it greatness.

He has decided to intermarry sparks of ideas with topics of real-world consequence that we see gloriously explored in PART 1, begin to fumble in PART 2, and ultimately face-plant magnificently; not offering the wrong thing, but offering nothing in conclusion.

However, Corbet’s ultimate vision may one day come true when his film finally finds its proper place: amongst so many other parallel pictures, confused and lost by their goals, and waiting to be discovered by some poor brain-dead actor who is fooled by its being there in the Criterion Closet, but nevertheless find themselves making its presence obligatory in the heavy tote they that carry like a burden back to their multimillion-dollar mid-century modern home in Los Angeles where it will remain unwatched until taken to a Goodwill by an undocumented maid during the estate sale.

This of course after the actor has decided that living in a Brownstone in New York City, with half the square footage, is a more romantic way to spend their life.

Beauty may yet win in the end.




The Delusion of Infinite Economic Growth

“The Delusion of Infinite Economic Growth” is an article published by the Scientific American in 2021, which is one of a long line of pieces making the same argument. They generally all have the same structure:


	Here are one hundred different resources we rely on that at present our consumption of seems to be growing exponentially, but must have a limit. For instance, oil on earth.

	We acknowledge that delusional techno-optimists will respond with the argument that there may be ways to increase the limit (fracking), or to replace this resource with another with a higher limit (solar).

	Regardless, exponential curves are magic, and we humans always underestimate how fast they grow. As the SA article puts it, “Exponential growth swiftly, inevitably, swamps anything in finite supply.”

	And when we reach the limit, bad things happen.[1]
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As a techno-optimist I do indeed want to respond with the argument in (2). Putting imaginary boundaries on systems is a common systems thinking error. “Lithium battery production” isn’t the system, and so its limit is not the limit that concerns us. Our limit is the laws of physics, and the light cone they seem to restrict us to.

But, I must admit their rebuttal to my response in (3) has a certain appeal – exponential curves really do grow very fast. Intuitively, it is true that increasing the limit doesn’t do much in the face of exponential growth. Still, it doesn’t feel like we’re close to any kind of limit. We aren’t even doing proper fusion yet. Hell, we haven’t even really left earth!

So under the pretense of reviewing this article’s argument, I will go through my own analysis to conclude when we reach our limit, when exponential growth must stop. But I’ll do it under my own terms, I choose the system, and I choose the limit. In a sense, this is a steelman of the article they were trying to make, crafted for techno-optimist sensibilities. And through it we will see if the underlying article has mettle. I focus on this and ignore the rest of the, uh, fluff, in the article, as part of this steelmanning procedure, for its own benefit. These are my assumptions.


	The speed of light is absolute.

	The second law of thermodynamics is correct.



For the record, I am being very charitable with my assumptions. Our understanding of physics has last been completely turned on its head just a century ago, and we are going to be discussing the far future. I am assuming the current understanding of physics will never be overturned, in a way that will allow our economy to grow a bit longer. Nevertheless, we must choose some assumptions or leave the current framing entirely, and I choose to accept these constraints.

In the article, as part of the aforementioned fluff, they briefly touch on recycling, and point out that it too has limits. This is true, but we mustn't leave ourselves with such a qualitative statement. What’s the theoretical maximum ability to recycle? A naive answer would be that E=mc^2, mass-energy cannot be created or destroyed, and so at the limit they are infinitely recyclable. But there’s actually an easy upper bound to this question.

There’s one thing we know is irreversible, which I hinted to with my assumptions above – entropy always increases. The second law of thermodynamics. Order goes to disorder, and a cloud of hydrogen eventually turns into a black hole. Which turns into Hawking radiation. But we can well approximate the maximum entropy of a system with a black hole, which is convenient for our purposes.

So we found some limiter, but how is this a resource we are consuming with an exponential increase in the rate of extraction? Well, we have some amount of entropy in our relevant bubble of the universe right now, and if we rearrange all this matter into a high entropy state (say, a black hole) we get the maximum entropy state.

The amount of entropy we have in our bubble right now is minuscule compared to that black hole, and so we can say that we can increase our entropy by approximately a “bubble black hole” amount. This isn’t a resource – we create more of it, not use it up. But we can call the reverse negative entropy, or as coined by Schrödinger in his 1944 book “What is Life?”, negentropy. That is our resource.[2]

So the only truly irreplaceable resource is negentropy. And we currently use it as part of everything we do, and the proportion of whatever activity we do that is not reversible is because of its use. The only reason future humanity won't be able to convert matter to energy (E=mc^2), use the energy for our purposes (energy is conserved), convert it back to matter (m=E/c^2), and then repeat the cycle to accomplish infinite work, is because this process increases entropy as a side effect, that is, consumes negentropy. At the end of the day, negentropy is our finite resource, and extending our technology to the limits allowed by our understanding of physics, it is our only truly non-renewable one.
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Ok, we did a lot. Abstracting away technological growth to the physical limit, our resource is negentropy, and the limit is when we’ve condensed most of the matter in our bubble of the universe into a black hole. Since it’s hard to fathom why we would actually go all of the way there, imagine we actually have a space station orbiting our supermassive black hole, and you and I are on it. So our question becomes, how long until we are sitting on that space station, melancholic over the end of our journey of exponential economic growth?

We’re still obeying the initial Scientific American/degrowth framing. Constant exponential growth for X years, up to a collapse at the limit. Now to get years, we need numbers. How much negentropy is humanity consuming, what’s the rate of growth, and what’s the limit where the negentropy reservoir of our light cone is exhausted by our consumption?

The amount of negentropy in our light cone itself depends on how far in the future the limit is reached, because the light cone is constantly expanding. The amount of negentropy it contains grows in spurts, since the amount in every cubic meter of galactic volume really depends on if it is a cubic meter of interstellar medium or a cubic meter of Proxima Centauri. We will simplify things by noticing that regardless of when we reach the limit, our light cone at least includes our solar system, and at most somewhat less than the entire Milky Way.[3]

Doing some calculations

Entropy is increased through many different things we do, but practically all of it is related to the production and usage of energy. We currently produce half a zettajoule of energy a year (zettajoule = 10^21 joules) and that production is increasing by about 2% a year. A decent approximation (at least when working at log scales) is that all of this energy ends up as waste heat released into the 300K ambient temperature, once we are done with it (or in the case of the alleged 50% of energy we consume which is used directly for heating, that’s precisely what we do with it).

Since dS=dQ/T (the change in entropy is the amount of energy dissipated divided by the temperature of the medium), that’s about 10^41 k entropy added to the universe from human activities in a year, or in our framing, 10^41 k of negentropy is irreversibly consumed (k is the Boltzmann constant). Since it’s related linearly to energy production, it grows like energy production, and so is growing at a rate of 2% year over year. We will assume this rate of growth is constant. If it increases (say because achieving AGI shortens our doubling time) the limit comes closer, if it decreases we no longer have exponential growth.

As for how much negentropy we can potentially harvest, at the lower limit, the mass in our solar system in its maximal entropy state has about as much entropy as a black hole with its mass would have, which is an easy to calculate value given by the Bekenstein-Hawking entropy, about 10^77 k of entropy.

If we take the upper limit of the entire Milky Way galaxy, we just do the same calculation using its mass. Combining both we get a limit of 10^77 - 10^101 Boltzmann constants. Quite a large range, but luckily we are going to be facing this limit off against an exponential.
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What we get is that assuming our negentropy harvesting rate continues to grow by 2% year over year, we will exhaust the amount available to us in somewhere between 4,000 and 7,000 years. This doesn’t mean our negentropy consumption can’t grow for longer – after all, the light cone constantly expands. But it won’t be able to grow exponentially anymore.

Neither does it mean our economy will no longer grow exponentially, but it does mean that we will be forced to find a way to decouple our economic growth from the creation of entropy. Because of the relation between entropy increase and the usage of energy, that means we’d likely have to decouple economic growth from energy use (indeed, treating mass-energy as a finite resource instead of negentropy shortens the timeline to 1,000-3,000 years). I don’t necessarily think that’s impossible, but I agree that it does place us under some sort of limit.

And of course, this is under the above assumption that we don’t discover new physics in the next 7,000 years. I think this calculation shows that while there is certainly truth in the statement that exponentials are fast to meet limits, it is also true that the solar system alone is simply very very big, and we aren’t currently doing all that much to it, to such an extent that it isn’t going to become a true barrier for thousands of years. Our fundamental tendency to underestimate exponential growth is canceled out by the one to underestimate the sheer scale of cosmic structures.

Regardless of whether you view our limit as the accumulation of pollution or the harvesting of resources, as long as that pollution isn’t entropy and that resource is not negentropy, it relies on the implicit assumption that we fail to increase our efficiency, migrate to a different sort of pollution, or switch to a different type of resource as we approach our limit, something that doesn’t seem to track with recent history, or with techno-optimist priors.


Notes


[1]

What these bad things are depends on the article, in the SA article it is merely implied that it will be bad. Often it is the death of capitalism, because it is said, capitalism requires exponential economic growth (why these articles frame the death of capitalism as a bad thing, when it is clearly their greatest wish, is not clear). Sometimes it is instead an argument that some proportion of our resources are required to maintain our current stock of resource-extractors and living standards, which I find more convincing.



[2]

An alternative would be to jump over to the complementary framing of pollution, which some would argue has the same dynamic. In this case instead of taking negentropy as a resource, we would simply take entropy itself as a type of pollution. I personally felt the resource framing is clearer.



[3]

We can see that even assuming we do have access to the entire Milky Way, we reach the limit in 7,000 years, which is before the entire Milky Way enters our light cone. As such it is an upper limit, we run out of negentropy before any structures outside it enter our light cone.






The Drum Major Instinct

During Martin Luther King’s funeral, nationally televised from the Ebenezer Baptist Church, a eulogizer explained what King would have wanted at his funeral. The eulogizer starts by saying that King wouldn’t have wanted a long eulogy, and that he wouldn’t have wanted mentions of his Nobel prize or his doctorate in systematic theology. What King really would’ve wanted, the eulogizer continues, was for “somebody to mention that Martin Luther King Jr. tried to give his life serving others..  for somebody to say that Martin Luther King Jr. tried to love somebody.” He would’ve wanted somebody to mention that he tried to feed the hungry and clothe the naked. The eulogy ultimately describes King as a drum major for justice, for peace, and for righteousness, and closes by saying that “all of the other shallow things will not matter.” The eulogizer spoke powerfully, with a deep, commanding voice that rolled like thunder across plains. It’s difficult not to be moved when you hear a recording, even more than 50 years removed from the event. And we can be pretty confident that this was indeed what King would have wanted said at his funeral, because the eulogy itself was a recording of King, taken from a sermon given two months earlier by King at that very same pulpit in Ebenezer Baptist Church. [1]

The Drum Major Instinct, as the sermon is known, was made famous by this usage at his funeral – King’s explicit description of how he would like to be remembered, used to emphasize the sermon’s message in its conclusion, has an eerie power and emotional resonance to it given the nearness of his death. It’s only twenty minutes long, and freely available online.

It’s worth getting a few things out of the way up front. To begin with, I intend to focus primarily on the concept of the eponymous “Drum Major” Instinct, and less on the rhetorical force of the sermon itself. I don’t think I’ll need to convince anyone that MLK is an effective public speaker, and suffice it to say that the Drum Major Instinct is an effective piece of oratory. Listening to and getting emotional over an MLK speech on Youtube is in fact kind of funny and embarrassing, which is a shame [2], but I will go ahead and say that if you can listen to the entire sermon and not get a little fired up as his voice crescendos at the end, you can probably just close this review now.

Another point worth mentioning is that the Drum Major Instinct is overtly Christian in a way that my mythologized public-education knowledge of King sometimes obscures. Like, obviously he’s a Christian, but I tend to think of King as a civil rights activist first and foremost, and when he uses terms like “God’s children” I sometimes forget that these are much more than just rhetorical flourishes towards generic liberal humanist ideals. Christianity seems to be having a bit of a moment, albeit this moment is a temporary slowdown in the heretofore seemingly inexorable march towards a glorious secular future, which inexorable march perhaps being overstated among top-tax-bracket blog-reading internet nerds when one considers that over 60% of the country is still nominally Christian, (albeit again “nominally Christian” might be doing a fair amount of work there) but anyways, the point worth clearing up is that recent interest in Christianity, whether among young conservatives or Ezra Klein looking to make moralizing cool again, is not really the impetus of this review. I am not a Christian, and my occasional botched citation of scripture to support claims in this review will likely make that evident. But there is a part of Christianity that I find interesting, and it’s the part that teaches us, normatively and practically, how to be and what to value.

The following review is really my suggestion that the importance of the “Drum Major Instinct” is in providing a compelling answer to the question of how we should live our lives in light of our natural, human instincts. I tend to be pretty suspicious of this particular answer, as you might be towards any singular answer to a question like “how should we live our lives?”, but I think the core concept of the speech is a fascinating prism through which to view the ultimate success of the American Civil Rights Movement. Hopefully this goes without saying, but the Civil Rights Movement was unambiguously good and important, and if we want to understand how to accomplish other things that are good and important, the worldview of its leader may be a worthy subject on which to do some pondering. Before we get to that, however, let’s turn to the sermon itself.

The Sermon

King opens by quoting a passage from Mark, in which James and John ask Jesus if they can sit at his left and right side in glory. Jesus responds that positions of glory aren’t his to give, and then states, “whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant.” As King explains, James and John are asking here for positions of power as Jesus’s top lieutenants, and Jesus is telling them, “I can’t give you that.” The disciples are constantly messing up in the bible and this particular gambit seems pretty obviously stupid, but asking Jesus if you can be the Robin to his Batman is so transparent in its self-interest that I kind of respect it. Anyways, in their request, James and John are acting on the “Drum Major Instinct.”

The Drum Major is that guy or gal at the front of the marching band, waving the baton and presumably coordinating the band. To the extent that this guy/gal at the front of the marching band is leading the parade (and getting to swing their baton in a way that, from an outside perspective, feels somehow even less conducive to coordinated music-making than do the motions of a conductor), they’re a metaphor for the leader and center of attention that we all envy and wish we could be. The “Drum Major Instinct” then, is a term King uses for a simple and intuitive concept – the human drive for status and recognition (from here on out, I’ll use DMI for Drum Major Instinct to refer to this concept). And King goes on to describe how he sees the DMI as a driver in selfish behavior between individuals, but also in the ugly racial hierarchies and nationalisms of his time, as races and nations all need to feel first.

The clever part of the sermon is when King ties this all back to Jesus’s response to James and John. We, who generally condemn power-grabbing and attention-seeking behavior even as we notice it in ourselves, might expect a consummate square like Jesus to be angry with James and John, and tell them to stop being so selfish. But King describes Jesus’s response as, rather than condemnation, a reprioritization – a redefinition of greatness, one in which greatness is still great but “those who are greatest among you shall be your servant.” As King would have it, Jesus is telling James and John (and therefore you) to be great, and even to want to be great, but not in fame or wealth or power, because true greatness lies in Christian moral excellence. [3] Hence the aforementioned “eulogy” he gives himself:

“Yes, if you want to say that I was a drum major, say that I was a drum major for justice. Say that I was a drum major for peace. I was a drum major for righteousness. And all of the other shallow things will not matter. I won't have any money to leave behind. I won't have the fine and luxurious things of life to leave behind. But I just want to leave a committed life behind.”

And that’s pretty much the sermon. It’s a moving call to challenge what you deem as “greatness” and reconsider what you value. But I think if you’re paying attention to what King is saying, or if you’re trying to operationalize it in your own life, you’re left with a lot of questions.

But What Really is the Drum Major Instinct?

That humans desire status is one of those claims that’s so obvious that the obviousness belies the big fascinating question underneath, of what we really mean when we say status. In his introduction of the DMI, King references the work of the psychotherapist Alfred Adler (who coined the term “inferiority complex”) but he doesn’t provide any more specificity besides a few examples that are too broad to give much more insight into what he’s really talking about. The nearest problem is that when your Johns or your Jameses of the world want to sit at the right hand of Jesus, it’s not immediately clear why they have deemed the right hand of Jesus to be valuable. To take the DMI literally, does our desire to be the drum major come from wanting to lead, or wanting to be seen leading? Does wanting to truly lead (and not just to be seen leading) just mean wanting to exert authority over others? Does wanting to exert your authority over others derive from an inferiority complex developed at a young age, because your real-estate mogul father never gave you the unconditional love and respect you craved? You can go on like this for a while, but the questions boil down to external vs. internal motivation, and whether it is even possible to be internally motivated when our internal motivations seem to be so profoundly shaped by our environment and socialization.

It’s worth noting that our understanding of status tends to be shaped not just by broad ideologies and civilizational values but by our immediate peers. My embrace of socialist/anarchist politics, Kim Petras, and completely impractical clothing, despite America’s general suspicion of these proclivities, is perfectly compatible with status-seeking behavior if the assessors of my status are Bushwick gays. But this is also based on my imperfect mental model for how Bushwick gays, or any immediate peer group I might have, assess status. And this peer group doesn’t even necessarily have to be real. As Scott Alexander has written, conspiracy theorists maintain an internal sense of esteem by believing that they possess “forbidden knowledge” that privileges them over the derision of the masses, and are therefore superior to those who sneer. At least from my own (pathetic) experience, part of the appeal of “forbidden knowledge” like this is that it lets you imagine some higher authority who can validate this knowledge and, in doing so, further validate your superiority and general specialness. This higher authority, unlike the sheeple, knows the Truth, and so is an arbiter worthy of our consideration. And if we’re discussing higher authorities, it doesn’t get much higher than God.

King believed in a personal God, one you could know and, in some sense, have a relationship with. We may be able to sidestep the whole difficulty of sourcing external motivation if we believe in a God that loves us and cares about us and will ultimately ask us to account for our life, because in the face of a God like this, why should you care what even your friends and family think if their thinking contravenes God’s will? This feels a little bit unsatisfactory though, mostly because the sermon loses a lot of its charm if we reduce it down to an admonition to seek status with God rather than with your community. Part of why it feels refreshing, especially since it comes from a religious leader like King, is in its understanding and acceptance of a generally repressed and shamed instinct. [4] If we subvert the meaning of the DMI halfway through the sermon from a desire for status from your peers, to a desire for status from God, we’re then just swapping out one hard part for another [5]. It’s natural to desire status from your peers, but it isn’t natural to desire status from God (at least, not over your desire for status from your peers), and channeling one into the other seems nontrivial.

An Honest Drum Major Instinct

Is there a way to maintain the naturalness of the DMI while still channeling it towards good and noble ends? This seems like a fair question, particularly because King himself clearly found a way to do this. Although hagiography and whitewashing has glossed over how controversial (and thus courageous) of a figure he was during his lifetime, he was still the leader of an incredibly influential and widespread movement, earning the praise and acclaim of millions of his peers. All of which was done in the service of one of the greatest causes in history. It certainly seems like King got to have it both ways. It’s indisputable that he genuinely believed in both the righteousness of his cause and the responsibility he held as a minister to mobilize in support of it, but it’s also true that King’s entire life is an idealized example of the kind of pursuit of greatness that he’s describing. He really was a drum major for justice, and peace, and love.

It seems clear that part of why King was able to satisfy his DMI with such perfect outcomes was that he found the genuinely noble and righteous values of his society, made honest efforts to excel in them, and then applied his excellence in these values towards noble and righteous ends. Easy enough, right? That this was (1) likely not the easiest path to covering himself in glory, and (2) that it required inordinate amounts of rhetorical genius and political talent, and  (3) that it still included selectivity in what King chose to value, is hidden from view when we spell it out like this, however. The devil is in the details.

Note (1): a man of King’s talents could likely have achieved the acclaim of his peers in many arenas of human excellence. And while it’s unlikely that he would have reached the immortality that he’s earned from civil rights activism by becoming the world’s greatest car salesman or talk radio host, it would certainly have satisfied any reasonable DMI to some local maxima (as opposed to the global maxima of a Nobel Peace Prize and a federal holiday in your honor). Devoting his life to God and thus [6] Walter Rauschenbusch’s social gospel was not the only way for King to reach a position of leadership.

(2), that King needed a generational amount of talent and skill in fulfilling his DMI, is most troubling if one fully subscribes to an off-putting consequentialist view that King was somehow more excellent in love/justice/peace than both the person who quietly goes about life being a kind and humble person while never holding earth-shaking positions of leadership and (more excellent than) your Ralph Abernathys or John Lewis’s or important-but-probably-not-crucial role players in the civil rights movement. That any of these people could have been in some abstract sense kinder or more loving than King seems possible, but if they did not possess the full complement of talents (and luck) that made him the leader of the movement, does that make them somehow less excellent? If we accept that the purity of love is the true measure of excellence than we either lose out on the DMI as an effective motivator for greatness because pure love might in fact go quietly about life being a kind and humble person, never achieving world-changing greatness, or we have to contort ourselves to the belief that a truly “pure” love would need to make itself felt on the world by finding the global maximum of expected value it (the love) can hope to bring about in the world. Perhaps it’s easier to simply accept that the consequences of your actions are at least equally relevant to excellence as are the purity of your intentions. In this case, some amount of natural ability is necessary.

Lastly, consider (3), that King was in some ways not a perfect drum major for love, or Christianity. This sermon itself, the “Drum Major Instinct” is copied, in parts verbatim, from an earlier sermon delivered by another minister. While this practice of borrowing is largely accepted among ministers, it fits in with a broader pattern of plagiarism by King, including in his doctoral thesis, a setting where plagiarism is definitely not kosher. He also cheated on his wife – many times. None of this is to suggest that because King was imperfect he was not a “real” hero, nor that following your DMI requires a zero-tolerance policy for mistakes. The point, rather, is that the values in which King achieved excellence to satisfy his DMI are not a perfect overlap with our idealized set of values, because greatness in values are not equally consequential. While it’s a source of significant confusion to me that I’m consistently under-recognized for my overwhelming excellence at not cheating on my wife when compared to King, I’m forced to be consequentialist here; King fought for, and won, civil liberties for millions of Americans – what have I done? If I want to earn the acclaim of my peers, I will need to find the values and outcomes that are consistent with my own (objective, correct) moral compass [7] and that my peers are willing to praise and recognize me for.

It’s worth returning to the most definitive point that King makes in his sermon about what kind of greatness is worthwhile: that the greatest among you will show greatness in service. That King ** led **  a movement to ** serve **  the social welfare of his race and his nation is not a contradiction, and follows naturally from our consequentialist reasoning above. But an important corollary is that if King was no longer able to effectively serve – be that his society or his race or his congregation – the great thing to do would be to step aside. If you are leading a movement for social justice, but you’re making all the wrong choices and preventing talented people from replacing you, you’re not truly serving anyone. The greatest act of service you could provide is to step aside while there’s still time to hold a primary – err, I mean, to step aside and find a place where you can serve. If I’m a terrible doctor who consistently misdiagnoses patients and commits medical malpractice, I’m not redeemed by the mere fact of my occasionally still curing illnesses. Both the patients that I do help and the patients that I don’t would be better off or equal by receiving care from a competent doctor instead. Of course, the intellectual honesty that this requires seems incredibly difficult to cultivate and maintain. But greatness would require that you are decisive and confident enough to achieve the outcomes you want and that you manage to stay intellectually honest the entire time.

Notice the priorities I’m implicitly describing here. King was probably thrilled at winning a Nobel Peace Prize, and greatly motivated by the recognition this award garnered, but earning a Nobel Peace Prize was not King’s deepest desire, and covering yourself in earthly glory cannot be yours, either. We’re trying to align our_incentive_, recognition, with our goals, greatness in service (or in any other true values we might hold). But so the service is more important than the recognition and must come first. The danger of our consequentialism and the necessity for intellectual integrity comes from the fact that if your DMI comes first, you can and probably will attempt to justify basically any of your means with your ends. But your true ends will not be justice or beauty. They’ll just be the power or wealth or status or Nobel Peace Prize that you’ve prioritized.

King’s sermon suggests that true greatness lies in moral excellence, and that your own drive for recognition can be lined up and aimed at this moral excellence, like readjusting the angle of a rocket before it shoots for the stars. I think this is off. Your “drum major instinct” cannot be repurposed so crudely, and for those of us who can’t offload recognition to the eyes of a deity, your monkey-brained instincts can’t be relied upon to motivate unseen unselfishness – for that, you must love. You can still, however, achieve recognition for moral excellence, as King did. As long as society still holds values that your morality leads you to care about, there will be overlap between the aim of your drum major instinct and the aim of your moral compass. And if you can achieve status in your pursuit of justice just as you can in your pursuit of wealth, why would you choose to pursue wealth? [8]

If the takeaway I’ve expressed here – that you should find the overlap between the values that society holds in high esteem and the outcomes that you believe are morally important – feels diluted, and less stirring than King’s original rhetoric, that’s because it definitely is. But I’m attempting to salvage what I think is a useful way to structure your goals from a beautiful but imperfect sermon. We live in a world that seems to lack moral leaders of King’s stature, where cynicism seems to pounce on anyone who tries to achieve that which is both great and righteous. But there are other options, and it is not only the critic who counts. While we all exist with varying degrees of “drum major instincts”, pretty much everybody can recognize that the feeling you get when you’re praised is powerful. If you let it loose, what could your instinct for this feeling lead you to accomplish? What would the world look like with a few more drum majors for righteousness?


Notes


[1]

Hopefully you can forgive me here for the cliche of a voice that “rolls like thunder across plains”, because if there’s one voice for which that descriptor truly fits, it’s MLK.



[2]

The weirdness of sincerely listening to King speeches seems like it probably comes from a cynical and irony-obsessed culture combined with that whole idea of a student reading Shakespeare and saying “it’s just a bunch of cliches.” A generous interpretation would be that it’s a defense against people who are performative, i.e., doing something to show off in clumsy and inauthentic ways. This itself is ironic in light of the remainder of this review.



[3]

This setting of a “new definition of greatness” is essentially Nietzsche’s transition started by Christianity from master morality to slave morality as discussed here.



[4]

Another problem is that it feels like scripture is somewhat opposed to any kind of externally sourced DMI in your love for God. See Matthew 6:5-6: “And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”



[5]

To be clear, the hard parts I am comparing between are the cultivation of a DMI for status from God – hard because you now have to believe in God and privilege him above everyone else in your life combined – as opposed to the renunciation of the DMI altogether. I would submit that the issue of overcoming the DMI is less about whether or not you can actually commit to not caring about the values of your neighbors (although this definitely seems like a Herculean task, e.g., you would describe it using phrases like “overcoming man to become the Overman” or “achieving enlightenment”) and more to do with what happens to you once you have in fact overcome the DMI. This is my whole trouble with Nietzsche’s “break the old tablets and write new ones”, or advice “not to worry what anyone thinks of you.” I get where they’re coming from, but if you’re not worried about what anyone thinks of you ever, you’ll probably end up being an asshole in lots of ways that you’re blind to unless you can rederive your own comprehensive morality from first principles. I guess if you really get down to it you should be kind out of empathy and not just because you want someone to think better of you, but don’t we want to keep every possible incentive for kindness?



[6]

This “thus” was not guaranteed. A white preacher castigated King early in the Montgomery Bus Boycott that preaching should not be political. He could probably have become a well-respected minister with little or no interest in broader social justice. Interestingly however, it seems possible to make the case that King actually had an earlier interest in social justice than he did in preaching: part of the appeal of the ministry to him was the potential to advocate for social change. Although he would later in his life have encounters with God (and state that his devotion to God came before his devotion to social justice), he did not feel a calling to the ministry for all of his early life. On a personal note, this is why I have a bit of a bone to pick with the idea of a divine “calling” in the first place – as somebody who has never felt a divine calling, I’ve spent a lot of effort reading and trying to reason out my place in the universe, and my reasoning is usually, as far as I can tell, logicized and secular. Does this mean God doesn’t have a place for me yet, or is my seemingly secular “reasoning out of a place in the universe” itself part of the path that God has laid out for me?



[7]

Obviously I’m kidding here, but I do want to note that this entire essay rests on the premise that you have some idea of what is morally good and important. Whether or not you’re right about what’s morally good and important is a whole separate question. It should also be obvious that the project of this review is not to lessen the importance of the aspects of morality where excellence isn’t heavily positively incentivized, i.e., cheating. You should be a good person because that’s a good thing to do. But the DMI can’t help you here – the reinforcement is only negative for stuff like this. This might get at a possible response to this review, which might fall along the lines of, “you shouldn’t need the reward of a cookie to be a good person.” Which is obviously true, but proactively championing moral values often requires effort and sacrifice, and pinning it all on a person’s innate altruism seems a little naive.



[8]

You might say it’s easier, less demanding. Fine, but then know your greatness is hollow: you only earned it because you couldn’t pass muster in what really matters.






The Future of Legal AI: A Revue Review of the 2025 Stanford Law School Musical

Every year, the students of the Stanford Law School produce and perform a musical (“MuSLSical”). The performance typically features a number of short sketches, pre-filmed videos, and songs adapted from the pop canon to reference law school argot. This year, I had the honor of being invited to attend the MuSLSical. To my surprise and delight, this year’s set featured AI Safety heavily, which happens to be a topic of interest to me. This post will analyze the musical, assess the accuracy of its portrayal of AI, and rate it in terms of its enjoyability.

Essentially all I knew going in was that the performance would feature musical renditions of popular songs lyrically reworked to reference the in-jokes of Stanford Law School. The title of the play is “Ocean’s T-14”, simultaneously referencing “Ocean’s 11” and, I was told, a collective term for the fourteen top law schools in the US. It was suggested to me that the plot would loosely resemble that of a heist movie, though as we shall see imminently, the story turned out to be much more similar to that of the 1991 action film Terminator 2: Judgement Day.

Plot Summary

The protagonist of the main plot[1] is “Frank[2] Ocean”, a former member of the United States Coast Guard who now attends Stanford Law School. It is hinted that Frank is dissatisfied with his leadership abilities, and he exaggerates the distinction with which he served during his Coast Guard career. After a brief opening number to set the scene (“That’s How You Know It’s Stanford”[3]), Frank forms a study group with three other law students: The first a neurotic “gunner” who is eager to please his professors and hopes to join the Supreme Court one day. Another, a stereotype of a French person who speaks in a hybrid of English and French and constantly smokes a cigarette, and a third woman[4].

The four have been given a class assignment to write a brief on a fictional case about a woman “Sonia[5]” who allegedly committed some crime near the San Francisquito creek[6]. The Neurotic Gunner has the idea that the team should go down to the creek to do research as a way of making their brief stand out. They reach the creek, where Neurotic Gunner sings of his future on the Supreme Court (“To the Dried Up Riverbed”[7]). Frank expresses fear of the water and reveals that his role with the Coast Guard was purely clerical.

Suddenly (I kid you not) an old woman appears claiming to be Sonia from the future[8]. She reveals that she was guilty of the (unspecified) crime with which she was charged, but that she served her time and then eventually attended Law School. After she graduated, an AI named CLAUDE[9] was released that could accomplish all legal work, destroying law as a profession. Sonia led a band of lawyers in resistance, but CLAUDE systematically destroyed them one by one until only Sonia remained. Sonia has returned to the present via a time machine with a flash drive containing information vitally important to destroying CLAUDE before it can be created.

Suddenly again, CLAUDE appears as a cyborg in the form of a humanoid female. CLAUDE kills Sonia. The study group flees without getting a good look at CLAUDE.

Frank and the others regroup back on Stanford campus, amidst a club fair[10]. They are terrified of what they have seen, but Frank convinces them that they need to stick together and follow through on destroying CLAUDE before she can take over and ruin their post-law-school job prospects (“Stop the AI”[11]). Unbeknownst to them, CLAUDE has followed them back, and resolves to infiltrate the law school to fulfill her directive of subsuming all of Law (“You Won’t Survive”[12]).

The scrappy heroes first need to decrypt the flash drive. For this, they go to the Stanford CS department, where they are treated to a musical dance number (“I’m Just STEM”[13]) by the hoodie-clad[14] CS students, who feel underappreciated in their work. They recruit a Hacker, who decrypts the flash drive, and they discover that CLAUDE is the project of Douchebag Entrepreneur, an ex-SLS student who dropped out and now attends the business school. The ex-girlfriend of Douchebag Entrepreneur is a stereotype of New Age Spirituality, and she and her Day Trader Friend are recruited into the group. The ex-girlfriend seems to have some genuine precognitive ability, which helps her and the team plan a heist of Douchebag Entrepreneur’s business school locker. Neurotic Gunner bothers a successful upperclasswoman about getting on Law Review to boost his resume (“BlueBooking Club”[15]).

After a training montage[16] (“I’ll Make a Team Out of You”[17]), the team executes the heist. Some things go awry, and Frank is forced into a confrontation with a fratty clique of business school students who sing of their dreams of finding technical co-founders and making it big (“C Suite”[18]). They eventually manage to get one of the business school students to open the locker after Frank beats him at beer pong. Inside, they find Douchebag’s computer, which contains his pitch deck with plans for CLAUDE. They briefly think they’ve won!

However, New Age Spiritualist has a vision that the future where CLAUDE replaces all jurists hasn’t been averted at all. The group thinks about this, and they eventually realize that CLAUDE herself has come back in time and is among them. After a period of paranoia where they assume that one of their number is CLAUDE (“Prove You’re Not a Robot (The CAPTCHA Song)”[19]), the real CLAUDE reveals herself as a 1st year student they briefly met at the club fair. Douchebag Entrepreneur has somehow tagged along and CLAUDE has a tender reunion with her creator[20] (“Now That I Have You””[21]). CLAUDE gives a speech about how replacing the legal system with the unbiased logic of a computer system is a good thing (“What I’m Offering”[22]). She convinces Neurotic Gunner to join her cause, tempting him with a SCOTUS appointment (Frenchie goes along too).

CLAUDE reveals her master plan (“Be Prepared”[23]): She will use the Stanford Dish to broadcast her source code to the world, fully democratizing the law. She departs with her minions. Frank and the remaining team members are up against the clock to stop her. They realize Douchebag isn’t smart enough to have coded CLAUDE himself. Douchebag admits that CLAUDE was written by his technical co-founder, who he “Zucked over”[24] to get the IP rights. Frank finds the technical co-founder, who reveals that CLAUDE has a backdoor that will shut her down. In a final confrontation at the Dish[25], Frank and the team battle CLAUDE and the traitors, disabling CLAUDE just in time. The day saved, Frank achieves catharsis about his leadership, and the whole cast gets together for a finale[26] number.

The Side Plots

The summary above is somewhat condensed and cleaned up for clarity. To avoid giving the impression that the plot was straightforward, I’ll now summarize some of the side plots[27]:


	Much of the first act takes place amidst the ongoing club fair. The main point of interest seems to be the rivalry between two student groups: The left-leaning “Pro-Democracy” club, and the conservative Federalist Society. One gets the sense that the writers of the play themselves lean left, for reasons that should become clear in the next bullet point. All of the clubs are introduced in a big group number (“Hello!”[28]). Some other songs are featured as a part of this subplot, including one from a hapless student who bemoans the lack of attendees for a seminar she is organizing (“Zareen’s”[29]), and another from a group of third-years, who warn incoming students that their workload will crush their dreams of going up to San Francisco on the weekends (“Go Up, 3L”[30]).

	There is an interlude where Donald Trump and Elon Musk impressions sing a duet (“CEO of Tesla”[31]) about their greed and desire to control the country. At the end, Vance comes in wearing the propeller hat from the “born to dilly-dally” meme for a one-off “JD” pun.

	Douchebag Entrepreneur and Day Trader Friend are locked in a competitive love triangle for the affections of New Age Spiritualist. At one point there was a really intense pre-recorded video featuring a table tennis match between these characters. In retrospect, this was an obvious reference to the film “Challengers”, but I didn’t pick up on this until some really on-the-nose Zendaya joke made the penny drop.

	There was another pre-recorded video where they got a bunch of international students pursuing Master of Laws degrees to make jokes about American culture and politics and make LLM[32] puns.

	There were a few more one off songs, one making fun of lucrative but morally bankrupt jobs in corporate law (“Livin’ La Vida BigLaw”), and one about the Bar exam (“A Bar Song”).



AI Safety: What it got Right/Wrong

There is a clear intersection in the themes of the MuSLSical and the interests of readers of the ACX blog in that both deal with the risks of artificial general intelligence. What did the play get right and what did it get wrong? How does it fit into the conversation?

Gradual Disempowerment

By virtue of the time-travel plot device, the musical gives us two AI takeover scenarios for the price of one: Besides the main plot of the story, there is the story-within-a-story told by Sonia of how CLAUDE first came to power, by gradually replacing law as a profession. This vision of the future is similar to that portrayed in “Gradual Disempowerment”, an essay/paper by Kulveit et al. released in January 2025. This work posits that “incremental improvements in AI capabilities can undermine human influence over large-scale systems that society depends on, including the economy, culture, and nation-states”. It even includes a subsection specifically on the law:


AI systems are already being used to draft contracts and analyze legal documents. It is conceivable that in the future, AI could play a significant role in drafting legislation, interpreting laws, and even making judicial decisions. Not only could this diminish human participation and discretion in the legislative and judicial systems, it also risks making the legal system increasingly alien. If the creation and interpretation of laws becomes far more complex, it may become much harder for humans to even interact with legislation and the legal system directly



Sonia’s story fits the “diminish human participation” proposition here to a tee. The “alien interpretation of laws” part is not as good a fit, since there's not really any suggestion that CLAUDE's legal writing is at all distinguishable from a human's. CLAUDE is simply cheaper, and we sense that the cultural expectation in CLAUDE's future is that a lawyer is mechanical rather than flesh. My main takeaway from the comparison is that there are multiple avenues by which a gradual takeover could proceed, and that it's perhaps important not to get too bogged down by specifics.

Superpowers of Persuasion

At a critical juncture of the story, CLAUDE convinces several of the human protagonists to switch to her side. I found this a nice touch! An AI designed as a perfect lawyer would of course be uniquely well-suited to get humans to act against their own interests by pure argumentation. This recalls the description of the “Social Manipulation” cognitive superpower described in Nick Bostrom’s 2014 book “Superintelligence” -- the ability for an AI to have a superhuman grasp of the desires of its human counterparties so as to be able to convince them to give it more power. And by positing that the law is CLAUDE's primary skill, it is indeed plausible that this would be among the best ways for CLAUDE to advance her goals while staying within her own capabilities (rather than, say, attempting to expand her intelligence by improving her own code - It’s not clear CLAUDE has any coding ability).

Self-Replication

The plot features a master plan by CLAUDE to disseminate her source code throughout the world. Putting aside the question of whether a radio telescope is the best vehicle for this, it is indeed true that an AI agent with the desire to self-replicate would be worrying! The primary concern about such agents generally has a locus in the potential for this to happen covertly. For example, to quote the AI 2027 scenario, such an AI:

could autonomously develop and execute plans to hack into AI servers, install copies of itself, evade detection, and use that secure base to pursue whatever other goals it might have

By contrast, CLAUDE’s plan involves public knowledge of her existence, and doesn’t involve hacking of computer systems. Nevertheless, it is clear that if CLAUDE disseminates herself sufficiently widely, it would be hard to make any effort to eradicate her, and CLAUDE is hopeful that humans will find her sufficiently useful as a jurist to maintain her compute infrastructure, as happened in the first timeline. This is an interesting synthesis of the Self-Replication concept with the “Gradual Disempowerment” concept.

The Kill Switch

The engineer who builds CLAUDE embeds in her a “Kill Switch” which allows a human to deactivate her by entering a code into a panel on the back of her head. In the climactic scene, the heroes corner CLAUDE at the Dish, pin her down, use a screwdriver to open the panel, and successfully trigger the kill switch.

Kill switches have been widely advocated as a safety measure for AI. However, the context of their use in the play is a bit off. For one thing, it would seem ineffective to have the kill switch be so difficult to access. It is important that an AI kill switch be easy to use, and even more important that it should be hard for the AI to prevent its activation, given that a rogue AI may desire its own survival as an instrumental goal. These desiderata are not well-served by attaching the kill switch to the robotic embodiment of the AI itself, and requiring a specialized tool to open the panel before triggering it. Saving the world from rogue AI should not come down, as it does in the play, to a toss of a screwdriver amidst a battle with the AI’s minions. Much more effective would be a kill signal that could be sent over the internet, or better yet, a requirement for a continuous check-in with a remote server that would deactivate the android as soon as the connection with the server was lost.

The Overall Vibe


Can AI write a perfect legal brief? Can AI deliver a rousing oral argument?


	Neurotic Gunner



Can you?


	CLAUDE





Overall, despite the happy endings and the peppy songs, I felt the mood of the production was quite bleak.

The entire plot is based on the idea that everyone in the legal profession (even, the characters gasp, the senior partners), has a job that relies on researching and producing written documents, and that these jobs will be made obsolete by the advent of text-generation AI. There is not a lot of oxygen given to the idea that humans might have something special to bring to the profession, or that there is the potential for humans to synergize with AI to produce a higher quality legal system for the country or the world. When the characters express their motivations for stopping CLAUDE, it is not framed in terms of CLAUDE giving low-quality legal advice or being a universal moral bad (despite the murders she has committed in the previous timeline), but in terms of the characters needing to protect their own job prospects. This is a profession that every actor and scriptwriter of this play will soon graduate into, and if the play is not deeply ironic, then it is a dying profession.

The world of Stanford outside the law school is not much more attractive. The two main groups of characters we see outside of SLS are the business school frat boys and the STEM nerds. In the logic of the play, these archetypes need each other - the GSBs need technical co-founders to launch their startups, and the nerds need validation that their technical expertise is valuable. But at the same time, neither group is getting what they want: The nerds that do join startups get “Zucked” and so most of them don’t bother, leaving the business school short of talent. This leaves both groups unsatisfied and whiny.

The attitude of the play is also grim on the political level. The Trump-and-Elon interlude leaves no doubt that the current administration is corrupt and degrades the institutions of the United States to which the legal profession is so intimately connected. The LLM students are coached by their professor against doing anything that might get them deported. The conservative and liberal student groups fight bitterly, the former pompous and uncaring, the latter indignant. It is implied that CLAUDE, coldly logical, will at least put an end to political bias in the law.

Would I Recommend It?

Unfortunately for readers, the single performance of this MuSLSical has already happened. Any future enjoyment of this particular opus of law student anxiety will have to be enjoyed vicariously. I did see some cameras recording at the back, but I haven’t been able to find a recording online anywhere.

I can say that despite the long runtime, I quite enjoyed the performance! The plot was meandering, but more coherent than I would have expected from a student-written musical. I felt in particular that Frank Ocean and Neurotic Gunner had solid character development that drove the plot. Also, the songs were fun, and the crowd was obviously full of the friends and family members of the performers, which made for a wonderful atmosphere. If you know someone at Stanford Law School, I recommend going next year!


Notes


[1]

There were several subplots, as I shall discuss below



[2]

This is the only name I managed to remember. As far as I can tell, no reference is intended to the singer, and no Frank Ocean songs were parodied.



[3]

A parody of “That’s How You Know” from the Disney film “Enchanted”.



[4]

In contrast to every other character in the show, this character isn’t a stereotype of any sort and is, in fact, totally nondescript. She remains with the group the whole time and offers encouragement at key points, but doesn’t figure into the plot much besides this.



[5]

It was pretty unclear to me if there was some relation to Sotomayor, given the proximity between the introduction of this name and several mentions of SCOTUS. It seems there is no connection - The playbill explains the reference: “Every first year law student at SLS has a HUGE writing assignment their first quarter. They have to write a 10 page brief about a 16 year old girl named Sonia Fox Goldman. She has a bad relationship with her father and stepmother, did drugs, and slept by a nearby CREEK! Sonia took a gun, cash, other things from her stepmother, fired some shots into their home, etc. The assignment was to argue whether she should go to jail or whether she shouldn’t based on whether or not she was properly Mirandized. (Miranda rights is the thing where cops tell you your rights when they arrest you “you have the right to remain silent…”)”



[6]

A creek in Palo Alto that borders Stanford Campus to the north.



[7]

A parody of “Just Around the Riverbend” from the Disney film “Pocahontas”.



[8]

The part where Sonia is not actually a fictional person anymore is somewhat glossed over. I guess it’s implied that the professor who assigned the case based it on real events?



[9]

Clearly a reference to Anthropic’s LLM brand, though what the initialism stands for within the world of the musical is not made clear.



[10]

See next section.



[11]

A parody of David Guetta and Sia’s “Titanium”.



[12]

A parody of Gloria Gaynor’s “I will survive”.



[13]

A parody of “I’m Just Ken” from the Barbie movie.



[14]

It was around this time I noticed that I myself was one of the few people in the audience wearing a hoodie.



[15]

A parody of Chappell Roan’s “Pink Pony Club”.



[16]

Featuring an impressive one-arm pull up from New Age Spiritualist.



[17]

A parody of “I’ll make a man out of you” from Disney’s Mulan.



[18]

A parody of Lady Gaga’s “Paparazzi”.



[19]

A parody of “The Harvard Variations” from "Legally Blonde".



[20]

Technically, Douchebag Entrepreneur is meeting her for the first time. Nevertheless, he emotionally connects with her as his creation.



[21]

None of the people with me could figure out what song this referenced.



[22]

A parody of “Dead Girl Walking” from the Heathers Musical.



[23]

A parody of the song of the same name from Disney’s “The Lion King”.



[24]

I like how our society has such a concise phrase for “gave misleading contracts to gain power over a company from a co-founder”



[25]

The Dish is represented, in the play, by an actor wearing an elaborate cardboard costume. The actor does not speak or sing, they simply stand on a chair as the final battle takes place around them.



[26]

Parodying “Waterloo” by ABBA.



[27]

Perhaps the producers felt that the three-hour runtime needed padding.



[28]

A parody of the song of the same name from the Broadway musical “The Book of Mormon”.



[29]

A parody of Dolly Parton’s “Jolene”. “Zareen’s” is the name of an Indian restaurant near campus that often caters law school events. My party had dinner there before the performance, it was great!



[30]

A parody of “Go Down, Moses”.



[31]

A Phantom of the Opera parody. At one point, Elon chants “sing my puppet!” to Trump as he sings an operatic vocal run.



[32]

“Master of Laws” is abbreviated “LLM” for the Latin “Lex Legum Magister”.






The Last of Us, Part II: Remastered

Revenge Is a Dish Best Left Unserved

Spoiler Warning

If you care about spoilers and have managed to avoid learning what happens in The Last of Us, Parts I or II––or in HBO’s TV adaptation––proceed with caution. What follows assumes total familiarity with the plot and does not avoid major spoilers.

Introduction: Video Games and Moral Crimes

I committed my first digital sin at the age of seven, tucked away in an upstairs bedroom at my uncle’s house. He had this newfangled gadget called a Super Nintendo, and I was dying to know what wonders might flow from this novel marriage of controller and TV screen. Mario, dapper in his red cap and moustache, landed square on the shoulders of an unsuspecting Goomba. The creature flattened, my score ticked upward, and the game cheered me on. I suddenly learned that violence could be innocent fun, so long as the target was brown, mushroom‑shaped, and threatening in exactly zero meaningful ways. I don’t recall even a pin‑prick of guilt at the arbitrariness of my victim’s fate. Looking back now, I’m not sure why it was so easy––and so exciting––to annihilate this hapless creature. But if I’d possessed the embryonic moral conscience required to ask the question, I would have asked it of an art form that hadn’t yet learned to blush.

The rest of gaming history has played out in variations on that moment. We press X to assassinate Templars, left‑click to vaporize aliens, waggle the Wiimote to decapitate zombies––always under the comforting rationales of princess‑saving, world‑saving, or plain old self‑preservation. If cinema lends us the voyeur’s eye, video games hand us the executioner’s blade, and we have rarely declined the invitation. Public anxiety has kept pace: the 1993 Senate hearings that birthed the ESRB, Jack Thompson’s daytime‑television jeremiads, and a thousand op‑eds predicting pixelated carnage made flesh. Despite all the hand-wringing, decades of research have failed to produce data drawing a practical causal connection between video gaming and increased aggression. So the industry sidestepped the accusation with a shrug and another power‑fantasy sequel: see, Mom, it’s only code.

Even if gaming doesn’t cause violence, plenty of people get squigged out by the idea of a massive entertainment industry built primarily on allowing people to commit extreme forms of simulated violence for fun. Sooner or later, the medium was bound to stare into this abyss and see something uncomfortably like a mirror. A few modern titles have flirted with this reckoning––Spec Ops: The Line with its sand‑scoured mea culpa, Undertale with its pacifist dare, Papers, Please with its bureaucratic complicity, the non‑lethal ghost runs in Dishonored if you’re patient––but Naughty Dog’s The Last of Us (TLOU) detonates the question with genre‑shattering force. Part I forced players to hold still while it tattooed the phrase “What if you’re the baddie?” across our lizard brains. The sequel, now released in a PC-ready Remastered edition, picks up the needle and digs deeper, carving a sermon about revenge, perspective-taking, and the fragile stories we tell ourselves to license violence. Even its zombies function as footnotes in a treatise on humans devouring one another long before cordyceps gets a bite.

I had known TLOU’s reputation long before Sony decided to release these games from console purgatory. When the Remastered edition of Part II (P2R) arrived on PC, I decided to make the best of a week off work due to sickness, shut the blinds, and surrendered. Finally getting to play this title felt like watching a sealed library finally open its doors to scholars who had been peering through the windows for years. The experience left me feeling exhilarated, beaten, and––most troubling of all––hungry for more. Sometimes guilt heightens appetite.

The following review will cover P2R’s Art Design, Gameplay, and Story. It does not include commentary on P2R’s DLC, No Return, as I have not yet had a chance to try it out.

Art Design

From the first frame, P2R hijacks your optic nerve and never lets go. Character models verge on photoreal, but what startles is not polygon count so much as the micro‑expressive tremors that ripple across every face. Ellie’s jaw-tightening when resolve arrives, Abby’s involuntary nostril flare when challenged––such moments bypass conscious appraisal and ping the limbic system directly. Naughty Dog hasn’t merely captured motion. They’ve choreographed interiority, shrinking the gap between actor and avatar until the distinction feels trivial. Across the board, the dialogue and voice acting are superb.

Visual richness radiates outward into environments that feel less like “levels” than apocalyptic dioramas crafted by a talented but deranged artist. Replicas of real Seattle neighborhoods sprawl in ruin, drywall blooming with black mold, bullet holes haloed by rust. Turn your head and discover the city as a museum of failed contingency plans: coffee shops fossilized mid‑latte art, pharmacies whose aisles glint with broken syringes, an abandoned fire engine begging to be looted. Exploration becomes a devotional act, each storefront a reliquary of possible supplies, every blood‑spattered note an inverted paean to ordinary catastrophe. P2R’s texture artists lean into biological grotesquerie with painterly zeal. Cordyceps blooms coral‑pink across skulls, teeth jutting from fungal petals like kelp‑strewn ruins of a forgotten reef. Even the gore has its story to tell. Lighting is the obvious shepherd of this aesthetic pilgrimage. Even rendered by my no-longer-state-of-the-art rig, sunbeams filtrate through shattered skylights, atomizing into dust motes that hover like angelic static. Decaying signage reflects on drenched streets, raindrops plopping into puddles with stunning realism. Despite the game’s intense and dark tone, the player’s experience is punctuated by moments of divine illumination.

P2R’s sound design matches this chiaroscuro with an aural palette that lurches from elegiac to horrific. New takes on the sparse acoustic motifs from the first game thread through quiet interludes, ceding the channel to Clicker echolocations or the wet gargle of a newly-knifed WLF trooper. Headphones reveal a micro‑soundscape: floorboards sighing beneath fungus‑eaten weight, a distant crow startled into ragged flight. Horror is sometimes described as the fear of what you cannot see, but P2R favors the fear of what you can hear but dare not locate.

The overall palette toggles between ravishment and ruin. One minute I’m stalled on an overpass suffocated by morning mist, awestruck by sunlight refracted through wall-climbing ivy. Then I’m suddenly gutting a Seraphite from my haunt in the tall grass, hating my heart for not breaking fast enough. The game insists that rot and splendor are Siamese twins, each impossible without the other.

Gameplay

Naughty Dog’s most rebellious game mechanic is invisibility. Not cloaking tech, but the deliberate erasure of navigational clutter that modern players have come to expect and, in some cases, been forced to endure. There is no mini‑map, no neon breadcrumb trail, no chorus of UI pings cajoling you toward The Next Important Thing. Instead, level geometry, lighting, and environmental storytelling conspire to lure you along paths that feel discovered rather than assigned. The studio’s philosophy seems cribbed from Miyamoto’s model of “garden design”: if you notice the creator’s hand, the spell breaks. In P2R, the spell holds. You learn to read detritus—overturned newspaper boxes, moss‑slick bus shelters––as a vernacular map. That literacy rewards the patient explorer with surprises and micro‑dramas, the most poignant of which is Ellie’s impromptu “Take On Me” cover that she performs for Dina. As a product of emergent, unprompted investigation, this moment is like stumbling on a wild orchid in a parking garage: improbable, gorgeous, utterly arresting.

Seattle’s districts exemplify what I’d call “dense‑elastic” design. Each hub expands just enough to suggest urban sprawl while compressing its secrets into reachable pockets. Picture a focus‑pulled photograph: soft impressions at the periphery, knife‑sharp detail where you choose to linger. I was never disappointed when I chose to spend an extra few moments climbing through an open window or squeezing through an opening in a crumbling wall. There was always some worthy reward to be found, often just crafting resources or ammo but sometimes entirely new weapons, manuals to unlock skill upgrades, or new gun holsters to improve my combat effectiveness. Players who march straight through the most obvious routes will find difficulty spikes calibrated to remind them of opportunities missed. The negative feedback loop is pedagogical rather than punitive: curiosity is a stat, and the game tutors you into leveling it.

Loot distribution subtly nudges playstyle adaptation. Ammunition scarcity demands a fluid toggling between stealth and aggression. Crafting recipes hinge on mutually exclusive resource pools, forcing agonizing triage decisions. Do you spend alcohol on a medkit or a Molotov? The wrong choice reverberates minutes later when a Clicker creeps through shelving you thought secure. Even weapon sway––reduced by investing scarce supplements and gun parts––becomes a wager on your future temperament: will you still be the sort of player who takes 50‑meter rifle-shots when the Seraphites come whistling through the woods, or will you wait patiently for a silent assassination to save bullets?

Combat itself is an accordion of pacing. Encounters often begin in a hush broken only by muttered patrol chatter or crunched glass underfoot. You exhale, choose a target, lob a stun bomb, and the entire scenario becomes jazz improvisation. Enemy AI routines flank, advance, and check over their shoulders as they hunt you; wounded enemies crawl behind cover and shout your last known position; comrades address each other by name, transforming anonymous enemies into briefly mourned acquaintances. Experimenting with new rhythms of kill, flee, hide, kill again was joyful and empowering, at least until I ran into the next inevitable reminder of the monstrous nature of my actions.

For me, the presence of dogs in P2R was the reminder that injected a chilling ethical challenge into my combat choices. Mechanically, they’re scent‑tracking heat‑seeking missiles. Strategically, they ruin the cozy binary of seen/unseen by dragging your aroma into 3D space. As Ellie, I learned to target dogs with silent arrows to take them out of the fight early, even knowing that their human companions would be emotionally gutted. No matter, they’d also be dead soon anyway. The kills became routine, necessary. Then, after a protracted firefight where I’d lost track of how many dogs were involved, only a lone German Shepherd remained. Deprived of the comforting presence of its handlers, it whimpered and padded between blood-soaked corpses. I could have left––the exit route was clear––but the completionist demon whispered promises of unlooted drawers brimming with goodies. The dog went down with a roar from my shotgun, and I loaded up supplies through a haze of self-loathing.

Compared to Part I, I welcomed the expansion of Ellie and Abby’s arsenals in P2R. Ellie’s bow and Abby’s crossbow incentivize complementary strategies with subtle differences in reload speed and ammo recovery. The ability to craft silencers for pistols is another happy addition that expands stealth options. Melee feels heftier, with dodging now in play and each swing a physics lesson in torque. Abby’s guns are particularly fun to shoot and upgrade, including a double-barreled shotgun and hunting pistol. Workbenches unfold like altar tables, tools clinking as scopes slide into place. You can practically smell the gun oil.

Despite being an obvious masterpiece, P2R does have some flaws. Enemy variety on the human side is engaging, toggling between the WLF’s fire-armed discipline and Seraphite guerrilla tactics, yet for some reason the infected roster remains relatively static. The new Shambler enemies and “Rat King” boss aren’t enough to make it feel like Naughty Dog spent much time or effort deepening the infected roster. This keeps encounters familiar but risks sameness for players craving necro‑bestial taxonomy. Another confusing choice is the streamlined skill trees, now gated by forced linearity, which restrict customization options compared to the more player-directed buildcrafting that I enjoyed in Part I.

The game’s extreme and pervasive violence also deserves frank warning. Headshots uncork red geysers, jugular slashes gurgle, and death screens linger long enough to trigger visceral disgust. The game is not content to merely depict atrocity. It insists on your complicity with every button‑press affirmation to send Ellie’s switchblade slicing through flesh. If your stomach curdles at interactive cruelty, or if you prefer digital heroism untainted by regret, P2R is not the game for you. Equally non‑negotiable is the demand for perspective‑taking, as the game is an empathy gauntlet disguised as a third‑person shooter.

Yet when the cycle clicks––explore, scavenge, craft, creep, slaughter, decompress––the game achieves a player experience of rare and precious quality. On Hard difficulty, I found myself rationing shotgun shells, trying to keep my head down, raining hell on my enemies when my cover was blown, then exhaling during a cut‑scene as if surfacing from a dive. The loop is narcotic, punishing enough to endanger, generous enough to suggest mastery always lies one experiment away. Ultimately, the gameplay in P2R is a moral centrifuge. It spins every mechanical delight until what separates inside you is the admission that fun and discomfort can share a bedroom. You may finish the campaign a quicker tactician, but will assuredly finish it a slower judge of other people’s choices.

Story

All the digital sorcery described above would be mere illusion if the narrative core were hollow. Instead, P2R delivers a ruthless meditation on revenge that subverts gaming’s default mode of epic showdowns with a granular, intimate unfolding of interpersonal hell. Proximity is a primary engine of its cruelty: the camera never lets you retreat to the altitude where statistics live. Every death is a face at arm’s length, eyes wide with you in the reflection.

The narrative structure of P2R scratched a very special and personal itch for me. More than fifteen years ago, I studied “ethically complex narratives” for my undergraduate degree in philosophy. I used this term to describe stories that intentionally sabotage binary moral schema. A key metric, I argued, is whether the villain receives enough interiority to challenge the reader’s reflex to condemn. Literature, TV, and film are replete with such examples, but video games usually eschew such nuance. P2R thwarts this trend with a remarkable combination of intellectual elegance and emotional impact, to the point where I found myself in tears many times as I made my way through the game.

Story Recap

Just to be sure we’re all on the same page: playing as Joel, Part I lures us into believing we are pursuing the usual goal of saving the world, then ends by forcing the player to massacre the Fireflies to spare Ellie from a fatal surgery that would have resulted in a vaccine against the cordyceps infection. By exchanging humanity’s salvation for one teenager’s heartbeat, then lying to Ellie about the truth of his decision, Joel shapeshifts from gruff but good-hearted father figure into something more sinister and self-centered.

Part II fast‑forwards several years, and we meet Abby Anderson. We don’t learn this until later in the game, but Abby is the daughter of the surgeon that Joel murdered when he rescued Ellie. Thirsty for revenge, Abby captures Joel and tortures him to death, brutally caving in his skull with a golf club while Ellie is forced to watch. From this crucial turning point, Ellie’s agony calcifies into a vendetta that slides inexorably from proportionate retaliation to pathological obsession.

Story Analysis

Revenge narratives can easily collapse into nihilistic nonsense in the absence of well-drawn characters. P2R’s supporting cast provides solid interpersonal bonds that anchor the ethical maelstrom to recognizable human stakes. Ellie and Dina’s relationship––alternating between the giddiness of new relationship energy and wartorn intimacy––imbues every bullet Ellie fires with the tacit question: what future are you willing to orphan for the sake of the past? The surprise arrival of Jesse, the virtuous father of Dina’s unborn child, complicates the fledgling couple’s dynamic while also bringing welcome support in their battles against the WLF. Abby’s interpersonal solar system follows a parallel structure: Owen embodies a deferred promise of peace and human connection, Mel literalizes that promise with her pregnancy, and Manny supplies black‑humored camaraderie that renders the WLF more than a monolithic militia. Pregnancy––the possibility of new, innocent life––hovers over both plotlines, indicting every spasm of violence as potential infanticide.

P2R weaponizes flashback with surgical flair, each temporal incision revealing connective tissue previously obscured. Joel and Ellie’s museum day––dinosaurs, lunar rovers, astronaut helmets––pulses with an unfiltered wonder, providing brief but bittersweet relief from the game’s gloomy vibe. We also learn that Ellie returned to Salt Lake City and figured out the truth of Joel’s actions there, leading to a rupture in their relationship that explains why things are so tense between them when the game begins. Abby’s memory of helping her father free a trapped zebra before returning to sterilize his instruments for Ellie’s surgery helps her loss begin to feel equally tragic. Another flashback to Abby and Owen’s discovery of the aquarium in Seattle shows a fleeting glimmer of carefree discovery in P2R’s fallen world. These moments accrue like sedimentary layers, changing what felt like bedrock into shifting shale.

The structural fulcrum of P2R’s narrative is the mid‑game protagonist swap. One instant you’re Ellie, the determined avenger shocked by witnessing Jesse’s death by headshot from Abby’s pistol. Then, before you can learn what happens next, you’re pulled back in time and find yourself suddenly inhabiting Abby’s broad shoulders and gym-juiced biceps. This jarring transition, which still garners outrage from a certain faction of P2R’s player base, is one of the most daring and impressive decisions I have encountered in any narrative medium. Playing as Abby is supposed to be infuriating at first. But, slowly, it becomes something else. As Abby, we chat and banter with friends in the WLF. We experience loss and hardship with them, leveraging their support to progress through the game.

Although the core gameplay remains consistent, the feel of playing as Abby is different in subtle and important ways. In contrast to Ellie’s slight frame that favors stealth, playing as Abby generates a greater sense of physical empowerment, including a “momentum” skill that further strengthens her melee capabilities. Abby’s an absolute tank, her bare-knuckled zombie takedowns facilitating some of the game’s most satisfying segments. The comedown from this adrenaline rush is shot through with moral confusion as we begin to relish succeeding as Abby by deploying the focus and strength that executed Joel.

Emotionally, the internal experience of Abby’s dilemmas and struggles with trauma slowly chip away at our hatred of her, replacing it with a disquieting combination of respect and curiosity. She forms an unlikely friendship with Lev, a young Seraphite apostate whose transgender identity has branded him for execution. Lev’s presence recasts the ideological scaffold of the Seraphite/WLF conflict, exposing both factions as variations on fundamentalism. It also gives Abby a new mission, one rooted in protection rather than revenge or mere survival.

Once again, dogs play a critical role in the empathy assault. After learning to hate and fear dogs while playing as Ellie, you then begin to love them while playing as Abby. You meet Alice, a German Shepherd who bounds over with that special energy that all humans recognize as fully, exuberantly dog. Naughty Dog invites you to scratch Alice’s ears, play fetch, and fight zombies with her. Then, in one of the game’s most vicious and effective gambits, you arrive at the aquarium to find Alice’s corpse––felled by Ellie when she came looking for you. The devastation transcends digital sentimentality, converting the murder of a dog into an acid test for player allegiance. Immediately thereafter, Abby discovers the corpses of Owen and Mel, also casualties of Ellie’s rampage of revenge. It’s these final traumas that send Abby barreling back to seek Ellie’s demise, and that consign Jesse to an unceremonious death.

The showdown against Ellie, played from Abby’s perspective, transforms earlier triumphs into present terrors. Fighting Ellie converts a skill set you spent hours cultivating into a nightmare of tricks perfectly designed to counter Abby’s head-on attacks. Pride in Ellie’s lethality transmutes into dread at being her prey. When she finally has Ellie at her mercy, Abby once again proves herself capable of restraint by listening to Lev and sparing Dina. This act seems to not only free Abby from this particular cycle of violence, but also allows Ellie and Dina to return home and realize their dream of having a farm together. Playing once again as Ellie, we get a quick taste of this bucolic bliss before Tommy shows up with a lead on Abby’s whereabouts in Southern California. Still tormented by traumatic memories and her promise to avenge Joel’s death, Ellie abandons Dina and their baby son JJ to once again seek Abby.

The closing sequence in Santa Barbara, played briefly as Abby and then finished as Ellie, is more last gasp than explosive conclusion. Ellie descends on the Rattler compound not as avenging angel but as wounded ruin‑wraith, dismantling a slaver economy for purposes that feel indistinguishable from vengeance even when cloaked as rescue. Abby, emaciated, hair brutally shorn, now embodies the fragility she once hunted. Their brawl in the coastal waters of the Pacific Ocean is less a fight than a mutual drowning, halted only when Ellie flashes on Joel’s image. In this moment, Ellie realizes that killing Abby won’t bring Joel back, won’t recover any of her other losses, and won’t honor the spirit of how she wants to retain Joel’s memory. So she lets Abby go.

As the plot unfolds, it becomes ever more apparent that Ellie and Abby function as distorted reflections of one another. They have much in common: each is orphaned by violence, each converts vulnerability into weaponized competence, each mistrusts tenderness because tenderness has a body count. But their differences matter too. Abby quarantines her vendetta––Joel, no further––before redirecting her ferocity into protecting Lev. This gives Abby a pathway to redemption, or at least a means of living that doesn’t further compound her sins. Ellie, in contrast, lengthens her kill list until it includes almost everyone she loves, either literally or figuratively.

The game’s coda, with Ellie returning to the now-abandoned farmhouse, is a masterclass in negative space. Dina’s absence yawns louder than any Clicker shriek, guitar strings buzz impotently beneath Ellie’s maimed hand, and she finally confronts the cost of confusing momentum with mandate. The final flashback scene between Ellie and Joel reveals the deepest reason that drove Ellie’s desire for revenge. Abby’s killing of Joel denied Ellie the attempt at forgiveness that she committed to, permanently precluding reconciliation with her best shot at a proper parental figure. One could reasonably play the game wondering exactly why Ellie is so hell-bent on avenging Joel’s death when the cost of doing so continues to grow, but this scene conveys her reasons perfectly. Even so, we know that this path did not lead where Ellie wanted to go, and in fact drove her further into isolation and disconnection. She sets the guitar down, shoulders her pack, and trudges toward a new journey, alone.

Critics often ask whether video games can stand shoulder‑to‑shoulder with the great novels, plays, and movies of the past and present. As far as I’m concerned, P2R answers that question. The game brilliantly exploits an affordance unreachable by prose or film: player complicity. We do not simply watch Abby find Alice’s corpse, we made it happen. We do not merely observe Ellie’s unraveling, we press each button that loosens the thread of her sanity. Where most AAA titles brag about branching paths, Naughty Dog welds us to inevitability. There is no dialogue wheel offering mercy, no alternate ending to sanitize the moral ledger. We advance only by committing atrocities and then marinating in their psychic fallout. The crime on repeat is sacrifice––of self, of loved ones––at the counterfeit altar of vengeance. The resulting discomfort isn’t a sideshow, but rather the main event. Philosophers call this participatory guilt; therapists call it moral injury. Whatever the label, Naughty Dog found a delivery system for this experience with a unique level of visceral clout.

For you Bayesians out there, every narrative update you receive––each bloody battle, each cinematic, each document perused––shifts your probability distribution about who the “real monster” is. Will it be Abby or Ellie in the final analysis? As the posterior approaches something like 50/50 by the final scene, a pathway to revelation opens. The cathartic opportunity offered by P2R isn’t the haughty ecstasy of vengeance, but the release that comes from dissolving the dichotomy of good versus evil in favor of something more nuanced and reflective of humanity’s true complexity. If moral reasoning is a map of causal counterfactuals, P2R forces us to live inside a world where every node is a person you once thought expendable.

Conclusion: A Narrative We Need Now

Part of me wishes I could have played this game when it first was released five years ago, but I’m glad I had to wait. P2R’s moral urgency means more to me in 2025 than it would have in 2020. The intervening half‑decade has incubated pathologies that make the game’s core assertion feel less like narrative audacity and more like a user manual for surviving the attention economy. Pandemic lockdowns, algorithmic outrage engines, and the ambient hum of AI‑authored propaganda have begun to collapse the distance between digital antagonism and physical harm. We have learned, often the hard way, that a casual online taunt can metastasize into real‑world violence, and that outrage, like XP, can accrue with every click. In this climate, a game willing to slow the trigger finger and ask “Who pays for your catharsis?” qualifies less as entertainment and more as guerrilla ethics training. We are all becoming experts in real‑time dehumanization, and P2R is advanced coursework in “rehumanization,” the art of dragging compassion back into the room after rage has slammed the door.

The takeaways? Perspective is anabolic to conscience and right action; revenge is catabolic. Protect the vulnerable, especially when wrath begs otherwise. Embrace the discomfort that comes when empathy and abhorrence occupy the same heart. P2R falls short of offering true redemption, but it leaves space for a chance to tell the next story with one fewer corpse at your feet. The game stages these principles across a thousand tiny pressure points. We talk about "feedback loops" in systems theory. Naughty Dog operationalizes the concept, feeding consequences back into your trigger finger until the circuit overloads.

Our politics could learn a thing or two. Revenge, once an implicit influence in our political discourse, is now an explicit feature of political agendas. Our political systems currently incentivize performative repudiation––tweet dunking, factional schadenfreude, the dopamine hit of tribal vindication. P2R reminds us that every casualty you cheer for is someone else’s Joel, or Owen, or Dina, or Alice. The calculus of vilification is quick. The compound interest of shared grief accrues slowly but ultimately proves fatal.

Not every title should drag players through this wringer. Many games still can and ought to be breezy sky‑islands or twitchy roguelikes that just give us a break from life’s hardships. And Manichean narratives have their place too, for true evil exists even if it’s not the norm. But knowing such heights of ethical design are attainable rewires expectation. P2R proves that the medium has matured, and the moment demands nothing less. So take this review as a plea wrapped in praise: play this game, absorb its unease, and let the next conversation you have––online or off––distribute the weight of what you learned along the way.




The Life’s Work of Banerjee, Duflo, and Kremer

Abhijit Banerjee, Esther Duflo, and Michael Kremer are most famous, justly, for their work on randomized controlled trials, or RCTs, for which they were awarded the Nobel Prize in 2019. An RCT, for those who do not know, is the same set-up as that by which we test a medicine. We give the treatment to a group chosen at random, and compare their outcomes to an untreated group. In the hands of Banerjee, Duflo, and Kremer, and their many collaborators at the Mohammed Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab, that method is used to test policy. How should we provide public health services? How should we conduct education? How do we get an efficient government? How do we disseminate information? The policies informed by their experiments have affected the lives of over 600 million people; a conservative estimate of lives saved would run into the millions.

Their work stretches far beyond simply being great administrators, and organizers of experiments. They are also first-rate economists who have created work of incredible depth and insight using a variety of methods, in theory and in practice, and have been enormously influential both on me, and on the field at large.

Of the husband and wife team of Banerjee and Duflo, Banerjee is the older of the two by 11 years, and in fact supervised Duflo’s dissertation. It is actually surprising that two of his three most cited works are actually not related to RCTs at all – “A Simple Model of Herd Behavior”, from 1992, and “Occupational Choice and the Process of Development” from 1993. (with Andrew Newman). Most of his early research focused on theoretical matters of how information is spread, which would later be put into practice in RCTs, such as “Using Gossips to Spread Information”, in the context of vaccination, and “When Less is More”, on communicating the details of India’s 2016 demonetisation.

His most cited paper, “A Simple Model of Herd Behavior” is indeed simple, and quite elegant. In the model, people make decisions sequentially, and can observe what other people choose. Because people possess some private information, we are best served incorporating their signals into our decisions; but since they are also incorporating information from others, we may converge upon outcomes which are wrong. He gives a simple example of choosing between two restaurants, A and B. Everyone starts with the prior that there’s a 51% chance restaurant A is better, and 49% restaurant B is, and then receives a signal favoring one side or another. 99 out of the 100 people might think that restaurant B is better – but if the first person received a possibly inaccurate signal that restaurant A is better, then everyone will choose A. Everyone would be at least as well off if they had no information from other people’s actions at all. Thus, we can get bubbles and other such inaccurate behavior.

I see it as a sort of reverse “Bayesian Persuasion”. There, we get sub-optimal outcomes because the actions which the receiver can take are non-linear, and if you push someone over a threshold you get a big change in response. Here we get inefficiencies because the signals which people send are discrete. We can only go to one restaurant or the other, not some percentage of both. Perfect efficiency is really only possible in a continuous world.

“The Economics of Rumours” would construct a reason why a bubble wouldn’t be bought into by everyone. There are a number of investors who might invest in a project, the returns of which are either a or b, with some probability assigned to each. Investors face different costs, which for simplicity are “high” and “low”, with the payoffs such that low cost investors always want to invest, and high cost investors only want to invest if the returns are a, but not b. Some small portion of the population hears about the opportunities, and knows the returns – everyone else knows only that other people have invented. If hearing about the opportunity is a function of whether other people have invested, then the optimal decision rule for high-cost investors is to invest if early, and to not invest if heard later. The reason is simple – if it spreads slowly and you hear of it late, it’s more likely to be in state b.

He also has an intriguing, if entirely too long, paper with Eric Maskin giving an account of why money exists. Money famously avoids the need for a  “double coincidence of wants” – if I wish for apples, and have bananas, money lets me get apples even if they don’t want bananas. The trouble is that, once you allow for durable goods, the goods themself can be money. Standard goods, like rice or salt, do often take the place of fiat money in developing economies. Note that I say standard goods, though. According to Maskin and Banerjee, the reason for money is that it is extremely easy to judge quality, or else people would use low-quality goods to try and get something out of the other. Thus, metals as money, for purity and size can be easily ascertained.

I do not think the jump from theory to empirical work was as much of a break as it would seem. His early papers were largely practically minded models, seeking to simply explain a commonplace observation. His paper on herding, for example, came from noticing how people waiting for the train at Princeton would often form long lines for the wrong train. His motivations for RCTs often lie not in obtaining simply an unbiased estimate, but as a way to directly test a theory with a treatment which lines up 1 to 1 with the theoretical hypothesis.

One of his early papers, with Andrew Newman, explored the possibility of poverty traps. Can countries have a large divergence in outcomes from a small difference in initial conditions? Can initial conditions be changed to start the process of development? They assume that there are credit frictions of some kind. (Were there not, first welfare theorem holds and we’d be maximally efficient – but that’s not interesting, now is it!). Poor people choose either to become self-employed, enter into employment contracts, or become an entrepreneur. If people are too poor, or insufficiently unequal, then society never takes off into business, and it remains a nation of cottage industry. They also point out, in an AEA P&P, that the poor being closer to the lower bound of possible utility makes it harder to enforce the repayment of loans, and so they will naturally find it harder to borrow.

Duflo would come to MIT in 1995 on the advice of Thomas Piketty – though she was nearly rejected by, of all people, Abhijit Banerjee. I see Duflo’s work as relentlessly optimistic. She does not think that poverty is inevitable. There is no fundamental difference between the developed and developing world. Rather, poverty is the result of particular problems, each of which can be overcome by determined action, and it is her job – no, her duty – to find the solution. She writes in her biographical statement upon accepting the Nobel, “I felt that the only way I could ever repay this huge cosmic debt to the world was first, to nourish and exploit my own unremarkable talent, and second, to play some role in helping others get the opportunity to find and nurture their talents.”

Banerjee and Duflo’s first paper together is on the limits of contracting. Indian courts are notoriously ineffective, and so firms cannot rely upon them to settle disputes. This makes building a good reputation of utmost importance, especially when the products (software packages) are much too complicated to even explain to the court. How burdensome is being unable to make the precise contracts you want?

They have a few strong and testable predictions. Firms without a good reputation will need to take on fixed cost contracts, so that the burden of cost overruns fall upon them; when they build up reputations for honorable dealing and paying when they are at fault, they can agree to contracts which allow for adjustments in the case of adverse contingencies.

I think we can see their strengths combined in this. It marries clean theorizing about a model with dogged empirical work. (They conducted 125 interviews with software CEOs in three months!) It allows them to very cleanly test the question that Banerjee had in mind, an extension of the Grossman-Hart-Moore theory of the firm work. And it gives a sympathetic account of the actions of people in the poorest parts of the world — they have never been ones to consider anyone lesser to them.

Duflo is much more than simply an organizer of experiments, of course. Her most-cited paper, with Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan, merely completely changed the way we handle differences-in-differences. Differences-in-differences is a statistical technique for inferring the effects of something from observational data. Suppose, as in the example they give in the paper, we are interested in the effect of legislation on the wages of women. Difference-in-differences is predicated on the assumption that women’s wages in different states, before the passage of that law, were following the same trend, and that you can attribute the divergence after the law to that event. Somebody interested in studying this might get data from the Current Population Survey (or CPS) on a panel of women, observe their wages each year, and look at how they change after a law is passed.

The trouble with this is that the wages of a particular person are correlated over time, in what is called serial autocorrelation. They do not randomly vary over time! This means that each year is not an independent observation. They are adding to our sample size when we divide to find correlation, but are not actually providing any new information. We will reject the null hypothesis, and conclude that the legislation changed wages, far more often than we should.

Bertrand, Duflo and Mullainathan demonstrate this by taking the datasets mentioned, and randomly assigning legislative changes to years and states. At a 5% significance level, we should reject the null hypothesis exactly 5% of the time. Instead, they can reject it 45% percent of the time. It is still somewhat baffling to me why this took so long for people to figure out. As they say in the paper, serial autocorrelation was well-understood in theory, and these were not the first fumbling explorations of a new technique either. In six journals alone, they counted 92 papers over 10 years! Nowadays you cannot do one of the most common statistical techniques in modern day empirical work without taking her criticism, and proposed corrections, into account, and I think the entire profession is better off for it.

Her doctoral dissertation was a differences-in-differences study itself. I suspect that that is what started her thinking on the topic. In 1973, the Indonesian government embarked on a massive school building campaign, building 61,000 primary schools in six years. Enrollment greatly increased. The placement of schools was non-random, and very obviously non-random, but it is still possible to make use of the data. Exposure to education varied across both regions and time, so if you treat the effect of exposure to education as additive and linear you can compare the difference in the change of educational exposure to estimate the effect on wages. She estimates that a year of schooling has a rate of return between 6.8 and 10.6 percent, making education well worthwhile. These effects would get revised down by her later work – she considers how changes in schooling changes which skills are rewarded in the economy, which lowers the wages of prior generations; and in any event physical capital accumulation did not keep pace with human capital accumulation – but even that still regards education as plainly worthwhile. This was a big improvement over prior work on education, which was certainly trying hard, but was largely very bad.[1]

Duflo would continue to do exceptional work with non-RCT methods. “Dams”, with Rohini Pande, is one of my favorites, which introduced a completely novel (and brilliant) instrumental variable strategy we see used even today. Water, as is well-known in the literature, flows downhill. If a dam is built at an elevation of a thousand feet above sea level, it can easily irrigate downstream places which are at an elevation of 950 feet, but it cannot irrigate the places upstream at 1050 feet. In addition, you cannot simply build a dam anywhere. Dams for irrigation purposes can’t be too steep, while with dams for power generation, the steeper the better. When you have exogenous placement of dams, and otherwise similar places up and downstream, you can infer the effect of dams.

According to Duflo and Pande, dams benefit the places downstream, but actually make the districts upstream worse off. These effects are mediated through institutions, and places where landlords are responsible for tax collection saw bigger increases in poverty, even when the productivity shock was the same. They build off a paper by Banerjee and Lakshmi Iyer, who used differences in colonial era institutions due to takeovers by the British during the Princely State era. People would later use this method to study other things, notably the effect of sewers.

Still, they wanted to do more to help the world. They wanted to go out and test the theories. For that, I think we need to turn to their frequent coauthor, and co-laureate, Michael Kremer. Kremer is, by general acknowledgement, the intellectual origin behind running RCTs in development. Banerjee writes in his biographical statement upon receiving the Nobel, “…in particular I remember a conversation where he wondered aloud why we economists don’t do randomized controlled trials (RCTs). It turned he was doing one [sic]. This was I think in 1995. I went home and thought hard about it and was entirely persuaded. RCTs offered so many possibilities that one could never get to otherwise. Emboldened by the fact that I had some confidence in our ability to collect data, I started organizing my own first RCT – and persuaded Michael join me.”

Kremer’s background is as a macroeconomist, and his first few contributions are in this vein. The earliest works on endogenous growth did not take into account population – rather, they treated human capital like any other capital, which must be invested in and accumulated. Kremer, in “Population Growth and Technological Change”, argues that what matters are ideas, and that these ideas are randomly generated as a function of the number of people in the world. The more people, the greater the rate of technological change. We cannot directly observe this, but in a Malthusian world where population expands to eat the whole surplus, we don’t have to. Knowing the population is a sufficient statistic for the level of technological progress, and this we can (very roughly) estimate. Calibrating his model on historical population estimates, stretching from 1 million B.C. to the 1990, he is able to show that – slowly but surely – population was an accelerating function of past population.

The implications to today’s great fertility crisis should be clear. Stagnating population means a slower rate of technological discovery, and a slower rise in living standards. Kremer does not directly consider this in his model, but if you allow for knowledge to depreciate over time, then a sufficiently small population will slide quickly into extinction. The technological stock of isolated islands like Tasmania dropped over time, including losing the knowledge of fire, while on very small islands like Flinders Island, humans went extinct.

Kremer also has some non pareils, the best of which is “Elephants”, with Charles Morcom. It has essentially no connection to the rest of his work; it is merely brilliant. The possibility of a population going extinct leads to interesting dynamics, where the survival of elephants is determined by everyone’s beliefs about their survival. If everyone thinks that the elephants will go extinct, they will – everyone is incentivized to rush out and kill an elephant now before there are no more. The government can then prevent elephants from going extinct simply by credibly committing itself to crack down on poaching if the elephant population falls below a certain level.

Of course, poor African governments – or any government, really – are not known for their powers of commitment. Kremer and Morcom propose a solution – the government should stockpile captured ivory, and promise to release it if and only if the number of elephants falls below a certain level. This is extremely easy to hold to, and puts the governments incentives in the right place. This does, notably, only work for durable goods, like ivory – however, non-durable goods have different dynamics, since everyone has to sell in the same time period. In that world, people rushing out to kill the animals drives down prices too, preventing it from being rational to go hunting.

A strand of Kremer’s work, much of it with his wife Rachel Glennerster, is on how we should fund the research and development of pharmaceuticals. So much of the improvements in living conditions in the poorest nations has been due to new medicine. In his JEP paper[2] “Pharmaceuticals and the Developing World” he gives the example of how Vietnam, despite having a GDP per capita similar to the United States in 1900, has a life expectancy 22 years longer than us then. Kremer is concerned not just with distributing new medicines, but making sure they are developed to begin with. Since the developing world is poor for reasons largely beyond their control, there is a great disconnect between which medicines most raise utility, and which generate the most profit. In the year 2000, America accounted for 40% of the entire market for pharmaceuticals, and Africa accounted for 1%, when the marginal value of spending more on medicine in Africa would be far higher. Who demands it does indeed have a big effect on which drugs are developed – Acemoglu and Linn (2004) would use plausibly exogenous shifts in the demographic composition of America to infer how much R&D responds to demand, finding that a 1% rise in potential market size leads to a 4% increase in drugs approved.

The triumph of this work is advanced market commitments, largely written with Rachel Glennerster. You may not have heard that term before, but you have seen it work – its best known form is Operation Warp Speed. When the invention of a medicine has massive positive externalities (and the Covid vaccine did – estimates from the stock market give an approximate value of 5 to 15% of global wealth) technological progress from many competing companies will come too slow. Each fears that the others will succeed, and make their investments not worthwhile, in what is called the “business-stealing” externality. To solve this, the government needs to commit in advance to buying a certain number of doses

Kremer has also proposed novel methods for aligning social costs and benefits in drug development, though the method could be extended to all innovation. If the government wishes to incentivize drug discovery, it can use prizes, patents, or subsidies. Prizes work great when what you want done can be perfectly specified in advance, and you know how much the market would value it, but these are rarely known. It also discourages changes in drug quality, which are hard to specify, and does not reward failed efforts which make it easier for others to create the drug. Patents mean that you do not pay for valueless innovation, but it creates a massive distortion in the market, cannot ensure the optimal amount of research, and still does not reward failed efforts. Direct subsidies to research do reward unlucky searches, but it is difficult to align people’s incentives toward actually producing the drug, and we often do not know what we are searching for.

Kremer proposes patent auctions. Whenever someone files a patent, it is automatically put up for sale. 90% of the time, the government buys it for the winning bid, and puts it in the public domain – the other 10% of the time, the winner buys it at the winning bid price. (The exact form of the auction would likely be an ascending auction, because people’s values are correlated and it is probable that they are risk-averse. Under those conditions, an ascending price auction maximizes the auction revenue; see Milgrom and Weber (1982)). Conceivably, the system could be used for every kind of patent. I think the primary objection to this would be if there are multiple patents used in an interlocking system, and only the whole is useful. A product market rival could then wreck the whole system, or we would not meaningfully get the benefits of freed patents. It is, nevertheless, a very clever idea that would be an improvement over our present system.

His other great theory paper of his early years totally reshaped my worldview. In “The O-Ring Theory of Economic Development”, he changes the production function from one in which goods are produced in one step, to one where it requires many steps, an error in any one of which wrecks the whole process, like how an error in the O-ring blew up the Challenger space shuttle. It is a small change, but one with profound implications. The probability of error no longer has a linear effect on income, but an exponential one. If we think of the error rate as a function of human capital – or perhaps even being human capital – it is possible to explain very large differences in income between countries with considerably smaller differences in skill.

Kremer implicitly uses this with a now almost forgotten paper with Olivier Blanchard, called “Disorganization”. The fall in output in the Soviet Union upon removal of much of the price controls is strange, because the effect should be the same as removing a tariff or any other distortion. Kremer and Blanchard argue that the Soviet Union had many firms which often had single, highly specific, suppliers, and when the central planner was no longer around to keep them all in line, the relations between firms broke down. They show that goods which have longer, more complicated production processes saw greater declines in output. (In footnote 16, they thank Esther Duflo for providing the data. She had tracked down unpublished data. It seems quite in character.)

The O-ring paper has deeper implications than just that, though. At the firm level, like will cluster with like. One company will have the best people at every task, and other companies will have the next best people, and so on. We should also expect the lower-skill firms to be smaller, and thus for firms in poorer countries to be smaller. If production takes place sequentially, then lower skilled workers (and firms, and countries) will work at the beginning of the process, where mistakes matter less, and higher skilled entities will produce at the end of the process. All of a sudden, the order of production matters in economics, and shocks to productivity at different stages will have heterogeneous effects. One can generalize the idea of exponential error to institutions, and grasp how small differences in culture might lead to very large differences in corruption and such.

Even more strikingly, there are now multiple equilibria of skill attainment. If your returns to human capital acquisition are dependent upon what everyone else around you is doing, then low skill is just as much an equilibrium as high skill. A “big push” to obtain skills can raise everyone’s living standards, but won’t happen on its own. Access to immigration can actually raise the skill level of people in the country which people are emigrating from, because the returns to gaining skill are now higher.

If you believe that poor countries are stuck in bad equilibria, as Kremer does, then the natural question is how we get them out. Education is the big one, and so much of his RCT work focuses on education. Is it cost-effective? How do we make it better at forming skills? How do we get teachers to show up? How do we make kids able to actually learn? This last reason is the motivation behind the seminal paper “Worms”, with Ted Miguel.

Intestinal helminths (better known as worms) are endemic in much of the world, and cause children to be malnourished. Giving deworming medicines to everyone is often cheaper than testing for infection, so the most efficient way to treat them is to simply give everyone the medicine. Many prior studies show surprisingly small effects, however, which is extremely weird. Everyone agrees that having intestinal worms is bad for you. Everyone agrees that the medicine does treat the ailment (though reinfection will occur). So why small effect sizes?

Kremer and Miguel find that there are enormous externality effects from treatment, and that the untreated control group is also benefiting from the treatment. Studies which randomize who in a school gets it would not be able to show the effect, because the treatment interferes with the transmission of the disease. They avoid this by randomizing when different schools receive the treatment en masse, and then using showing the positive spillovers to nearby schools.

They found massive positive effects for very cheap. The cost of getting one extra year of school attendance was $3.50, and their estimate of the cost of saving one disability-adjusted life year was $5. 76% of the treatment effect was due to spillovers. Later follow-up of the long term effects showed that the earlier school attendance led to increased wages in better jobs.[3]

Kremer has several other studies in Kenya – the one that he was referring to in his conversation with Banerjee was on textbooks and school uniforms. These came back with extremely mixed results. A lot of inputs simply didn’t matter. The best interventions were not textbooks or flipcharts – it was a warm meal, and a full belly. I have neither time nor patience to followup in any comprehensive manner on the thousands of educational studies done since, but I will state my impression that very often, what we care about for improving outcomes are just the simple things. Investing in better HVAC systems is often much better than the new fad for pedagogy.

Much of Banerjee and Duflo’s RCT agenda has been education as well. With Kremer and Dupas (and not Banerjee) they provided some of the best evidence for the efficacy of tracking, and its interaction with teacher incentives. They found that splitting classes by ability, and allowing curriculum to differ between them, substantially improved student outcomes. Strikingly, the tracking benefited all students. There is no difference in average outcomes between the best students in the lower achieving cohorts, and the worst students in the higher achieving cohorts.

Importantly, tracking only works when it changes the curriculum taught. Some studies of tracking find null results, but this is only because they are teaching the same material at the same pace to the students. If you don’t allow the smarter students to race on ahead, you are holding them back. Analyzing the same experiment, they also found that students who were taught by contract teachers, rather than regular civil service teachers, had better results. They did find worse results for free education in Ghana, with it leading to income gains only through greater access to government jobs, where it is questionable that that actually improves economic outcomes.

They care a lot about their advice being useful to policymakers, and actually leading to change. Duflo’s Ely lecture address, “The Economist as Plumber” can be taken as an expression of her ethos. It isn’t enough to try and find the one clever change which, when plugged into the economic machine, will lead to big, positive, indirect changes. Your clever change can be foiled by lots of little details. In order for economics to be good, it must be willing to roll up its sleeves and attend to the minutia. For example, Banerjee (and co-authors) found that simply mailing cards with more information about what a subsidized rice program actually did substantially increased the programs efficiency. Beforehand they were being defrauded by local leaders, who misrepresented what the program did! Or in another instance, reduced smoke cooking stoves are a highly promising way to reduce mortality. Yet, if they are fiddly and you don’t work hard enough to encourage adoption, people will stop using them. Duflo (with Rema Hanna and Michael Greenstone) found that the positive effects on smoke inhalation disappeared entirely by the second year of the study.

Banerjee and Duflo’s RCT work has also had some incredibly important null results. Their findings are not merely trivial confirmations of obvious things, but genuinely change our policies. In particular, their research has been critical in moving the international aid community away from microfinance, and toward things which work.

The theory is appealing, and I have no doubt they came into hoping that it would indeed work. Many of the distortions in the economies of developing countries are summarized under the heading “credit market imperfections”. People want to smooth consumption over time, but cannot. This leads to them choosing inefficient, but less risky, production techniques. Policymakers thought that this could be averted at little cost with “microfinance”, or small loans. So highly was this regarded that Muhamed Yunus was in fact awarded a Nobel Prize for his work in Bangladesh.

The only trouble is, it doesn’t work. Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, and Cynthia Kinnan tested it with an RCT, and found simply no positive effects from microcredit. It just doesn’t do anything. There is no discernible difference in health, consumption, well-being, anything. There have been a number of studies evaluating this, and they consistently agree. Microfinance is not worth doing. If you want to benefit the poor, you are going to need to just give them money, for which there is good evidence of it working. The best work on this was led by Kremer’s coauthor, Ted Miguel, and can be found under “General Equilibrium Effects of Cash Transfers”. Simply giving out a thousand dollars at random leads to families, including non-treated families, getting a total increase in consumption equal to about $2500. One of Duflo’s early papers touches on this as well — in her estimation, the rapid equalization of white and black pensions led to an increase in the height of children who had more exposure to higher incomes.

Something which can work are nudges, or relatively small changes in the incentives which are trying to correct a behavioral bias. Duflo cites nudges favorably in her “Economists as Plumbers” article, because they are not very harmful if we misassess how irrational people are. If people do not have behavioral biases, then it does nothing; if they do have behavioral biases, then it raises utility. Duflo, Kremer, and Jonathan Robinson investigate fertilizer purchasing in Kenya. Fertilizer is incredibly profitable when used by farmers in moderate amounts, and is manifestly underutilized. If you give people a subsidy, however, people overuse fertilizer. Since the reason why people underinvest are behavioral biases – people defer making the purchase for too long – offering a small subsidy, but only at the beginning of the season, can have a big effect for a much lower cost of subsidizing it year round.

The last great detail which will frustrate the aims of economists is that of ineffective, or even hostile, government. Some of Banerjee and Duflo’s early work focused on “Addressing Absence”. Government employees in a lot of places in the world simply wouldn’t show up to work. They might not even exist! The Indian healthcare system is notionally one with free, universally provided primary healthcare. However, since most of the time the nurses didn’t show up, nobody even bothers going – they pay for private healthcare instead. In “Putting a Band-aid on a Corpse”, they implemented an attendance monitoring scheme, with initially excellent results. In 18 months, though, the program was all but defunct – the local government did not have the stomach to go through with actually punishing delinquent nurses. The status quo was preferred by those in power.

Or take an anti-corruption campaign in Bihar. They, with Santhosh Mathew as the driving force behind it, implemented better accounting practices in the government. If someone signs off against an expense, the person who authorized it was recorded and kept. It had a lot of positive effects – in particular, the reported expenditures on government work dropped by fifth, without any change in the actual amount of work done. Many of the supposed employees never existed to begin with. Unfortunately, this is what led to the program being canceled – local politicians disliked their graft being shut off, and lobbied for it being undone.

The RCT agenda is not a panacea, insofar as it can only lead policymakers (the horses) to water, but cannot make them drink. In many places, they have been frustrated by recalcitrant bureaucrats, by entrenched special interests, and by those in privileged positions who would not want to accept the truth. But is there any other method by which you can make a government do what it does not want to do? All we can do then is give the public ammunition to lobby for the right policy, and improve the world to the extent which we are permitted. One of the great advantages of RCTs is that they are incredibly easy to understand, and rely on nothing which is not obvious. They are part of the toolkit, but they are a very important part of the toolkit indeed.

The agenda of RCTs is an agenda which invites criticism, but not refutation. No one, not even the harshest critics, argues that it is not on some level useful to know whether a program works or doesn’t work in a particular context. The arguments against it are that it is an error in emphasis, and has limited generalizability. Above all, a particular intervention produces a change in levels, but not a change in growth rates. Development economists should focus on the fundamental causes of growth, and should not waste their talents debugging a welfare program.

I think that this criticism is fundamentally misguided. Growth is a series of iterative improvements. To be the man in the arena actually creating the gains is as consequential as creating the environment where those advances might happen. We are judged not by the elegance of our solutions, but by their effects.

And in our concern that it may not treat the fundamental causes of stagnation, let us not lose sight of what it has done. The policies informed by J-PAL’s experiments have improved the lives of over 600 million people. They are the intellectual progenitors of effective altruism in practice, and they are my heroes. If I should do one millionth of the good that they have done for the world, that would be enough.

There are some background sources which I found useful to understanding the topic, but did not explicitly link in this essay’s text. Benjamin Olken wrote the Nobel Prize essay, which I found quite helpful for sorting through the mass of RCTs, and corrected a misconception over the sequence of Kremer’s experiments in Kenya. Christopher Udry’s essay in honor of Duflo was lucid and informative. I also read many more papers than could reasonably be included, even under the incredibly expansive inclusion standards of this essay. In particular, I would like to draw attention to “The Economic Lives of the Poor”; to “How High Are the Rates of Return to Fertilizer?”, which found that the returns were highly concave, such that bad recommendations turned returns negative; “On The Road”, which is a very late and out of character work quantifying the benefits of highways in China; “Good Policy or Good Luck?”, which argues that growth rates decade to decade are too wildly unstable to actually be attributed to policy over good luck; the work on auditing and pollution in Gujarat, which would later turn into a test of pollution markets in developing countries; “There Cannot Be Adverse Selection If There Is No Demand” (which is an objectively funny way for a trial to flop); “Why Does Misallocation Persist” which points out just how extremely weird persistent between firm misallocation is, as compared to between industry misallocation; and lastly, “Odious Debt”, which is an elegant attempt in the line of elephants to prevent loans which will just be looted.


Notes


[1]

I remain baffled by how Card’s method of taking distance from college as an instrumental variable ever made it past the drawing board. (People move for non-random reasons!)



[2]

The Journal of Economic Perspectives is a special journal, which commissions pieces to reflect the consensus on new advances in the field.



[3]

There would later be some controversy over whether the effects were accurately measured – I do not believe the criticism, however, which, after correcting a few small errors, hinge on treating groups which were in line to be treated, but were not yet treated, as part of the treatment group rather than the control group. This is bizarre to me, as the not-yet-treated groups are otherwise indistinguishable from the control groups. Also, they do not cover externalities argument in any depth. As Chris Blattman writes, “To be quite frank, you have throw so much crazy sh*t at Miguel-Kremer to make the result go away that I believe the result even more than when I started.” For more, read “Worm Wars” from Berk Oezler, and the synoptic “Worm Wars: The Anthology”. In general, we need to separate out what we mean by “fails to replicate”, and “is not robust”. Arguing about which statistical practice is best is very different from the data being fake, or the supposed analysis plan not producing the actual results. I agree entirely with Michael Clemens here.






"The Metaethics of Joy, Suffering, and Artificial Intelligence" with Brian Tomasik and David Pearce

Or: mind-meld thought experiments show the foundations of ethics are ontologically subjective

“Even if all the technical issues surrounding the creation of an artificial general intelligence or super intelligence are solved, we will still face deeply challenging ethical questions that will have tremendous consequences for earth-originating intelligent life. This is what is meant when it is said that we must do philosophy or ethics on a deadline.” The above quote was spoken seven years ago, a seeming eon in today's AI landscape, to introduce the podcast episode The Metaethics of Joy, Suffering, and Artificial Intelligence with Brian Tomasik and David Pearce. Since the deadline of superintelligence has not yet arrived, time still remains to delve into these philosophical issues and further clarify foundational ethical questions. The conversation between Tomasik and Pearce ranges widely, but this review will focus on the core metaethical debate and their discussion of a mind-meld thought experiment which, with some added analysis, helped me refine my own metathetical position.

What is metaethics exactly? Metaethics refers to the study of the foundations of ethics itself, in contrast to normative ethics and applied ethics. Normative ethics refers to the study of ethical principles and theories such as consequentialism (acts are judged based on their consequences), deontological ethics (acts are judged based on whether they conform to our duties/obligations) and virtue ethics (acts are judged by what type of person they cultivate). Applied ethics refers to taking these theories and applying them to concrete situations to determine how one should behave. For example, is it okay to kill animals for food? Different normative ethical theories will produce different answers when applied to that question. In contrast, metaethics seeks to understand ethics itself, inquiring into questions such as whether or not ethical questions have objective answers. This is one of the key disagreements between Pearce and Tomasik and it is a question with huge implications. If ethics turns out to be objective, then perhaps we can expect an artificial superintelligence (ASI) to figure it out on its own and act accordingly. If it is subjective, perhaps the best anyone can hope for is creating an ASI with values similar to their own.

They agree on a suffering focused ethics, but is it objective?

Pearce and Tomasik begin by agreeing that ethics should be focused on alleviating suffering:


David Pearce: My focus has always been on the problem of suffering, a very ancient problem. Buddhism and countless other traditions are preoccupied by the problem of suffering. I'm also a transhumanist and what transhumanism brings to the problem of suffering is the idea that it's possible to use technology, in particular biotechnology, to phase out suffering, not just in humans, throughout the living world and ideally replace them by gradients of intelligent wellbeing....

...

Brian Tomasik: I've been interested in utilitarianism since I was 18 and I discovered the word. I immediately looked it up and was interested to see that the philosophy mirrored some of the things that I had been thinking about up to that point. I became interested in animal ethics and the far future. A year after that, I actually discovered David's writings of the Hedonistic Imperative, along with other factors. His writings helped to inspire me to care more about suffering relative to the creation of happiness. Since then, I've been what you might call suffering-focused, which means I think that the reduction of suffering has more moral priority than other values...



After this initial agreement, the podcast host asked the pair to dive into the foundations for their moral views. They still seem to be in total agreement at this point:


Brian Tomasik: At bottom, the reason that I placed foremost priority on suffering is emotion. Basically, the emotional experience of having suffered myself intensely from time to time and having empathy when I see others suffering intensely. That experience of either feeling it yourself or seeing others in extreme pain carries just a moral valence to me, or a spiritual sensation you might call it, that seems different from the sensation that I feel from anything else. It seems just obvious at an emotional level that, say, torture or being eaten alive by a predatory animal, or things of that nature, have more moral urgency than anything else...

...

David Pearce: I would very much like to echo what Brian was saying there. I mean there is something about the nature of intense suffering. One can't communicate it to someone who hasn't suffered, someone who is for example born with congenital anesthesia or insensitivity to pain, but there is something that is self-intimatingly nasty and disvaluable about suffering. However, evolution hasn't engineered us, of course, to care impartially about the suffering of all sentient beings. My suffering and those of my genetic kin tends to matter far more to me than anything else. So far as we aspire to become transhuman and posthuman, we should be aspiring to this godlike perspective that takes into account the suffering of all sentient beings



The agreement between Pearce and Tomasik on suffering oriented ethics resides in the domain of normative ethics. This agreement sharpens their disagreement in the domain of metaethics, namely, whether or not morality is objective [1]. With Pearce taking an objective stance and Brian a subjective one, this is where the core of the debate starts taking shape. I quote here at length from the discussion (skipping parts I deemed nonessential) since it both cuts to the heart of their disagreement and sounds rather confused. I then attempt to clarify the disagreement with some alternative concepts to those used in the discussion.


David Pearce: I just say it's just built into the nature of let's say agony that agony is disvaluable. Now, you might say that there is nothing in the equations of physics and science that says anything over and above the experience itself, something like redness. Yeah, redness is subjective. It's mind-dependent. Yet, unless one thinks minds don't exist in the physical universe, redness is an objective feature of the natural physical world. I would say that for reasons we simply don’t understand, the pleasure-pain axis discloses the world's inbuilt metric of value and disvalue. It's not an open question whether something like agony is disvaluable to the victim. Now, of course, someone might say, "Well, yes. Agony is disvaluable to you but it's not disvaluable to me." I would say that this reflects an epistemological limitation and that, insofar as you can access what it is like to be me and I'm in agony, then you will appreciate why agony is objectively disvaluable...

Lucas (interviewer): I guess here, you would describe yourself, given these views, as a moral realist or an objectivist.

David Pearce: Yes, yes.

Brian Tomasik: Just to jump in before we get to me. Couldn’t you say that your view is still based on mind-dependence because, at least based on the thing about if somebody else were hooked up to you, that person would appreciate the badness of suffering. That's still just dependent on that other mind’s judgment or even if you have somebody who could mind meld with the whole universe and experience all suffering at once. That would still be the dependence of that mind. That mind is judging it to be a bad thing. Isn't it still mind-depending ultimately?

David: Mind-dependent but I would say that minds are features of the physical world and so, obviously one can argue for some kind of dualism but I'm a monistic physicalist, at least that's my working assumption.

Brian Tomasik: I think objective moral value usually—the definition is usually that it's not mind-dependent. Although, maybe it just depends what definition we're using.

Lucas (interviewer): Just to echo what Brian was saying. The traditional objectivist or more realist view is that the way in which science is the project of interrogating third person facts like what is simply true about the person regardless of what we think about it–in some ways, I think that traditionally the moral realist view is that if morality deals with objective facts, then, these facts are third person objectively true and can be discovered through the methods and tools of ethics. In the same way that someone who might be a mathematical realist would say that one does not invent certain geometric objects rather one discovers them through the application of mathematical reasoning and logic.

David Pearce: Yes. I think it's very tempting to think of first person facts as having some kind of second rate ontological status but as far as I'm concerned, first person facts are real. If someone is in agony or experiencing redness, these are objective facts about the physical world...

...

Brian Tomasik: ...My metaphysical position is anti-realism. I think that moral statements are mind-dependent. They reflect ultimately our own preferences even if they are maybe very spiritual and, like, deep fundamental preferences. I think Occam’s Razor favors this view because it would add complexity to the world for there to be independent truths. I'm not even sure what that would mean. Based on a similar reason, I reject mathematical truths and anything non-physicalist. I think moral truths, mathematical truths and so on can all be thought of as fictional constructions that we make. We can reason within these fictional universes of ethics and mathematics that we construct using physical thought processes. That's my basic metaphysical stance....I think very much of myself as an emotivist. It's very clear to me that what I'm doing when I do ethics is what the emotivist says people are doing. Yes, since I don't believe in moral truth, it would not make sense for me to be gesturing at moral truths. Except maybe in so far as my low level brain wiring intuitively thinks in those terms.

David Pearce: Just to add to this and that, although it is possible to imagine something like spectrum inversion, color inversion, some people who like ice cream and some people who hate ice cream, one thing it isn't possible to do is imagine a civilization in which [the beings have] an inverted pleasure-pain axis [2]. It seems to just be a basic fact about the world that unbearable, agony and despair is experienced as disvaluable and even cases that might appear to contradict this–like, let’s say, the masochist–in fact merely confirm a claim because. Yeah, I mean the masochist enjoys the intensity, [the] rewarding release of endogenous opioids when the masochist undergoes activities that might otherwise be humiliating or painful.

Lucas (interviewer): Right. David, it seems you're making a claim about there being a perfect convergence in the space of all possible minds among the pleasure-pain axis having the same sort of function. I guess I'm potentially just missing the gap or pointing out the gap between that and I guess your cognitivist objectivism?

David Pearce: It seems to be built into the nature of let’s say agony or despair itself that it is disvaluable. It's not “I’m in agony. Is this valuable or not?” It's not an open question...it's built in the nature of the experience itself.



This is the core of the debate and a lot of terms have been thrown around: objective, subjective, realist, anti-realist. I think these terms are being used in confusing ways but that some different concepts can cut through the confusion.

The key 2x2: Objective/Subjective x Ontological/Epistemological

Pearce used the term “objective” in a confusing way that seemed to simply mean “exists” when he said: “Redness is subjective, it’s mind dependent, and yet unless one thinks minds don’t exist in the physical universe, redness is an objective feature of the natural physical world.” A few terms introduced by John Searle [3] can help clear up the confusion. He makes two distinctions between the objective and subjective. The first is ontological, having to do with what exists:


	Ontologically objective phenomena exist independent of minds. Chairs, water, atoms, that sort of thing [4].

	Ontologically subjective phenomena exist only because a subject experiences them. For example, pain is real and it exists by being experienced.



Ontologically objective and subjective features of the universe are both real but they are meaningfully different. Redness, as a mind-dependent experience, is ontologically subjective. Put another way, it's “appearance and existence are identical.” That is, the appearance of redness in consciousness is what makes redness exist. That doesn't make it less real than ontologically objective entities, but there is a meaningful distinction between them.

The second distinction Searle makes is epistemological, having to do with the nature of knowledge:


	Epistemologically subjective knowledge comes from first-person experience. For example, I know that I prefer chocolate ice cream to vanilla from directly experiencing it.

	Epistemologically objective knowledge can be gained independent of any particular mind. That is, with the right training, any sufficiently intelligent mind can come to know it. This is the realm of science and rational argument. Note, that it is possible to objectively study ontologically subjective entities. For example, we can objectively study what causes pain, what kinds of brain activity correlate with it etc. The whole field of anesthesiology depends on the epistemologically objective study of the ontologically subjective phenomenon of pain. If you don’t believe this, then you shouldn’t trust anesthesiologists to prevent you from feeling agonizing pain if you ever need surgery. That said, this doesn’t mean that science can tell us anything about the intrinsic nature of the ontologically subjective.



When Pearce says that “it seems to be built into the nature of agony that it is disvaluable,” he is making an ontological claim that suffering is inherently bad. How does he know this? From direct experience. So, it is an epistemologically subjective claim. He (and presumably any conscious being reading this) knows from direct experience that agony is disvaluable. If you changed the experience of agony to be valuable, it wouldn’t be agony anymore. However, that is only a statement about one’s own agony. Ethics relates to the agony of others. Pearce addressed this when he said:


Now, of course, someone might say, “Well, yes. Agony is disvaluable to you but it's not disvaluable to me.” I would say that this reflects an epistemological limitation and that in so far as you can access what it is like to be me and I'm in agony, then you will appreciate why agony is objectively disvaluable.



One person’s inability to directly experience what another person experiences does reflect an epistemological limitation, but that does not tell us whether ethics is epistemologically objective or not. A small child who doesn't know how to read will not be able to use a tape-measure to find out the length of a table. That doesn't mean that the length of the table is not knowable in an epistemologically objective way. It just means the child currently has an epistemological limitation that prevents her from measuring the length of the table. Is the epistemological limitation regarding the experience of another’s suffering fundamentally the same as not knowing how to use a tape measure? This is where some mind-meld thought experiments can help clarify, but first one further distinction will be helpful.

Mind-contingent vs sentience-intrinsic

Later in the discussion, it becomes clearer that what Pearce means by “objective” is something akin to “non-contingent”. He brings up the example of being a fan of the soccer team Manchester United. He wouldn’t take a pill that changed him to be a fan of a different team, but he recognizes that his preference for Manchester United is arbitrary. A slight change to his life circumstances and he would have been a Liverpool fan instead. In contrast, it is impossible to imagine agony being good. It doesn’t appear to be arbitrary. Agony being bad is just the intrinsic nature of the experience. No change in life circumstances or upbringing would make agony intrinsically good.

A very simple model of world and experience can help clarify this distinction (phrased in the second person for clarity): (1) There is some state of affairs in the external world and in your body, (2) Your brain receives data through various sensory organs (both internal and external) from both the world and your body and, in combination with prior knowledge, constructs a model of the current state of affairs, (3) There are qualia (intrinsic experiences) associated with parts of this model, and a subset of the qualia are on the pleasure/pain axis. Schematically:


	Some state of affairs in the world/body (ontologically objective) → (2) brain's model of the world/body (ontologically subjective) → (3) intrinsic experience/qualia (ontologically subjective)



Both the second and third steps in this schematic are ontologically subjective, but they are meaningfully different. There is nothing contingent or arbitrary about the negativity of negative qualia. Agony is intrinsically bad (instrumentally it could be good in some rare cases, but that doesn't change its intrinsic quality). However, the link between the brain's model and qualia can be arbitrary. A Manchester United fan will experience pleasure when they beat Liverpool while a Liverpool fan will experience displeasure. There is an important distinction between being a fan of a sports team and the experience of suffering even though are both ontologically subjective. Suffering is intrinsically negative, while being a fan of a team is a type of link or association between intrinsically positive/negative qualia and certain beliefs (e.g., that your team won/lost). This distinction seems analogous (or is maybe equivalent) to the distinction between instrumental and intrinsic values. Another way of phrasing this is that suffering is bad for any mind, whereas contingent ontologically subjective phenomena (like being a fan of a team) depend on particular minds. In this sense, I do think suffering is more “real” than fandom and that is probably what Pearce meant in calling it an "objective" phenomenon. To differentiate between these two types of ontologically subjective phenomena, I will introduce two new terms:


	mind-contingent: A mind contingent phenomenon is one that is ontologically subjective and contingent on a specific mind. Examples: being a fan of a certain sports team, preferring chocolate over vanilla ice cream, being able to perceive certain colors.

	sentience-intrinsic: A sentience-intrinsic phenomenon is one that is ontologically subjective and true for any sentient system. The disvalue of agony and the value of pleasure are sentience-intrinsic.



So, I think the basis for Pearce’s moral realism is that agony is sentience-intrinsic and not contingent on any particular mind. When he says “it’s just objectively the case that first person agony is disvaluable,” what he means is there is no way for the person experiencing agony to be mistaken that it is bad, because its badness is intrinsic. If you changed it to not be bad, it wouldn’t be agony any more. If someone else experienced it, they would also agree that it is bad. However, we can't directly share the experiences of others. That is what the term “epistemologically subjective” is meant to pick out. Only the subject of those experiences can know them directly. And that leads to the interesting debate about mind-melds.

Mind-melds and epistemological limitations

In response to Pearce saying that it is impossible for suffering to be experienced as valuable, Brian objects, and this leads to a fascinating disagreement about mind-melds which:


David Pearce: ...it just seems to be built into the nature of agony or despair that they are disvaluable. It's simply not possible to instantiate such states and find it an open question whether they're disvaluable or not.

Brian Tomasik: I don't know if we want to debate now but I think it is possible. I mean we already have examples of one organism who finds the suffering of another organism to be positively valuable.

David Pearce: But they are not mirror-touch synesthetes [5]. They do not accurately perceive what is going on, and insofar as one does—either as a mirror-touch synesthete or from doing the equivalent of a Vulcan mind meld or something like that—one is not going to perceive the disvaluable as valuable. It's an epistemological limitation.

Brian Tomasik: My objection to that is it depends how you hook up the wires between the two minds. Like if you hook up one person suffering to another person’s suffering, then the second person will say it's also bad. But, if you hook up one person’s suffering neurons to another person’s pleasure neurons, then, the second person will say it’s good. It just depends how you hook up the wires.

David Pearce: It's not all or nothing, but if one is, let’s say, a mirror-touch synesthete and someone stubs their toe and you have an experience of pain, it's simply not possible to take pleasure in their stubbing their toe. I think if one does have this notional god's eye perspective, an impartial view from nowhere, that one will act accordingly.

Brian Tomasik: I disagree with that because I think you can always imagine just reversing the motivational wires so to speak. Just flip the wire that says this is bad. Flip it to saying this is good in terms of the agent's motivation.

David Pearce: Right. Yes. I was trying to visualize what this would entail.

Brian Tomasik: Even in a synesthete example, just imagine a brain where the same stimulus currently in normal humans—this stimulus triggers negative emotional responses—just have the neurons hook up to the positive emotional responses instead.

David Pearce: Once again, wouldn’t this be an epistemological limitation rather than some deep metaphysical truth about the world?

Brian Tomasik: Well, it depends how you define epistemology but you could be a psychopath where you correctly predict another organism’s behavior but you don't care. You can have a difference between beliefs and motivations. The beliefs could correctly recognize this, I think, but the motivations could have the wires flipped such that there’s motivation to cause more of the suffering.

David Pearce: It's just that I would say that the psychopath has an epistemological limitation in that the psychopath does not adequately take into account other perspectives. In that sense, psychopath lacks an adequate theory of mind. The psychopath is privileging one particular here and now over other here and nows, which is not metaphysically sustainable.



Their inability to come to an agreement hinges on confusion between the epistemologically subjective and objective. Pearce’s two examples of mirror-touch synesthetes and Vulcan mind meld are actually very different. Mirror-touch synesthetes do not directly feel what others feel. They feel their model of what the other person is feeling as if they were feeling it themselves. Put another way, their mental models of themselves and of others are hooked up to intrinsic experience on the pleasure/pain axis in exactly the same way. In contrast, in a hypothetical mind-meld scenario, the two people (or Vulcans as the case may be) would actually experience the same thing.

If it is possible to “criss-cross” the suffering and pleasure neurons between the two minds, that means they are not sharing epistemological subjectivity. It is a more direct way for one person to get information about what the other person is experiencing but does not convey the experience itself. Tomasik focused on the inverse of a mirror-touch synesthete, which is not essentially different from a real life sadist: the sadist receives an external signal (auditory or visual or whatever) from which he infers that the person is suffering. Some part of his brain is modeling that person’s suffering and the output is “hooked up” to his “pleasure neurons”. Tomasik assumes that the two minds are still distinct and the “mind-meld” here is just a way to more efficiently get information from one mind to the other. Therefore, the information he is talking about is still ontologically objective (measurable electrical impulses). What Pearce wants, on the other hand, is a mind-meld which results in the same epistemologically subjective experience. This would result in the sadist gaining epistemologically subjective access to the intrinsic quality of agony and would then agree it is bad. This is what Pearce means by an “epistemological limitation,” that the intrinsic experience of other sentient beings, the realm of the epistemologically subjective, is closed off to us.

I see two problems with using mind-meld thought experiments to show that suffering is epistemologically objectively bad. First, a mind meld effectively erases the distinction between the two minds. Rather than rendering knowledge of the victim’s agony epistemologically objective, it has just changed who has epistemologically subjective knowledge of it, resulting in a tautology: if he could experience the intrinsically bad experience, he would agree it is bad, because it is intrinsically bad. For Pearce, the “deep metaphysical truth about the world” is that suffering is disvaluable. This is true for the subject experiencing it. But another deep metaphysical truth is that our universe contains multiple subjects who are sometimes in conflict. Even the “impartial view from nowhere” doesn't help. The impartial viewer from nowhere would still need to care about the suffering of others which they aren’t intrinsically experiencing. Maybe Pearce really means a “view from everywhere” which experiences all suffering, but again that doesn’t render the suffering epistemologically objective.

I don't know what Pearce means at the end of the quote that privileging one perspective “is not metaphysically sustainable,” but next time you see a bully about to hurt someone, I suggest yelling “hey, you are privileging your particular here and now over the here and now of that person you are about to hurt and that is not metaphysically sustainable!” Who knows, it might work, or at least confuse him enough to give the would-be victim time to escape.

The second even more serious problem for Pearce’s view is that we can construct a thought experiment in which the sadist gains access to the intrinsic experience of his victim and still decides to cause suffering. Before the mind-meld, the sadist has a mind-contingent association between believing the other person is suffering and experiencing his own pleasure. Assume a mind-meld is performed which causes the sadist to share the intrinsic experience of the victim without changing anything else about his mind. Just like you can enjoy a bite of delicious food while simultaneously experiencing the pain of a stubbed toe, the sadist now simultaneously experiences the pain of the victim and the pleasure from his (now irrefutable) knowledge the victim is in pain. Would the sadist still decide to hurt the victim? It depends on how much pleasure the sadist gets from inflicting pain compared to the agony of experiencing that same pain. I see no reason to rule out the possibility that the sadist would still decide to hurt the victim because it is good for him overall. This thought experiment shows that the goodness or badness of the situation is mind-contingent. The specific mind of the sadist values the situation and the specific mind of the victim doesn't, even though the sadist is also experiencing the pain of the victim.

To summarize, the badness of suffering is ontologically subjective in a sentience-intrinsic way. However, caring about the suffering of others is ontologically subjective in a mind-contingent way. The link between “I believe someone else is suffering” and “that's bad” or “I want to change that state of affairs” only exists for some minds. It seems possible for a sadistic mind to exist which could, through a mind-meld, share an intrinsically negative experience of suffering with another mind and still not want to relieve that suffering because the sadist simultaneously experiences an even stronger pleasure associated with knowing the other is suffering. Even if you think that such a mind is logically impossible, because the suffering is now the sadist’s suffering and it is impossible to value your own suffering, then the mind-meld scenario is just stating a tautology that the sentience-intrinsic disvalue of suffering is bad. Such a tautology cannot lend support to the idea that the disvalue of suffering is epistemologically objective.

A Joking Interlude

Q: How can a law-abiding and lazy sadist maximize his pleasure with minimal effort?

A: Have dinner with a bunch of mirror-touch synesthetes and repeatedly pretend to bite his tongue.

Semi-realist ethics: a partially objective ethics built on minimal epistemologically subjective axioms

Based on the above arguments, axioms for a consequentialist ethics are ontologically subjective and mind-contingent. If you could do some operation on the mind of a sadist to no longer enjoy hurting people, he would no longer be a sadist. You would have changed his mind in a relevant dimension, but not to track something in the ontologically objective world. It would be changing a preference that only exists as a result of his particular mind. Here lies the difference with the epistemological limitation of an illiterate child who can’t use a tape-measure to figure out the length of a table. Learning to read and use a tape-measure will change the child’s mind in a way which enables her to discover features of the ontologically objective world, namely, lengths of things [6]. Altering the sadist’s mind to no longer enjoy hurting people changes his mind-contingent preferences.

Even if ethical axioms are mind contingent, everything after the axioms could, in theory, be epistemologically objective. Two such axioms could be:


	The suffering of any sentient creature is intrinsically bad (which doesn’t rule out cases where it is instrumentally good even to the point of being ethically obligatory)

	The pleasure of any sentient creature is intrinsically good (which doesn’t rule out cases where it is instrumentally bad, even to the point of being ethically forbidden)



If these axioms are accepted, there are lots of conclusions that can then be “derived” objectively, i.e., any mind with the requisite reasoning abilities will come to the same conclusions. I think any non-sadist will agree with these axioms and I’m prepared to call anyone who disagrees with them evil. Such an ethics would be semi-objective. The existence of the axioms would be ontologically subjective and the acceptance of them would be epistemologically subjective, but everything that follows from them would be epistemologically objective, at least in theory [7]. However, further axioms are needed for many decisions (e.g., how to trade-off between suffering and pleasure). These further axioms are hotly contested which is further evidence of their mind-contingency even among empathic people. Part of the reason they are hotly contested is that any set of axioms seems to lead to conclusions that someone finds morally repugnant. A common feature of these situations is the trade-off between intrinsic value and disvalue for different sentient creatures (or potential sentient creatures). Perhaps if one could mind-meld with all sentient creatures, ethical choices would be obvious even in cases when an action simultaneously brings about value for some and disvalue for others, but I doubt it. It would just make the fundamental trade-offs viscerally known. Ethics is hard precisely because it requires painful tradeoffs. For better or for worse, different people will make different choices regarding those tradeoffs.

Where does this leave us with regard to a potential artificial super intelligence? Well, let’s hope we at least don’t create a super intelligent sadist.


Notes


[1]

In more technical terminology, the host asked whether they are cognitivists or noncognitivists. Taken from the interview, cognitivism “refers to a set of theories which hold that moral sentences express genuine propositions. That means that they can have truth or false values.” In contrast noncognitivism theories which broadly view moral sentences as expressing emotions or other non-objective truths about the world. I don't find these terms particularly helpful, so I don't use them in the main body of the review.



[2]

Although it is not the topic of this essay, I think that Pearce is wrong when he says it isn't possible to imagine a civilization in which the people have an inverted pleasure-pain axis. He is assuming the functional role of the pleasure-plain axis, which means he is assuming "psycho-physical harmony" is logically necessary. It seems logically possible for an evil creator to create beings who are functionally equivalent to humans or other animals but experience pain in circumstances in which we experience pleasure and vice versa.



[3]

John Searle has been accused multiple times of sexual harassment and, as a result, UC Berkeley stripped him of his emeritus status. This is an important reminder that having good or useful ideas does not make someone a good person. I still think it is important to credit the originators of ideas to enable others to investigate their history and to give the misimpression that I came up with them myself.



[4]

On some reductionist views, only fundamental particles/fields exist and everything else is illusory. In that case, only those fundamental particles/fields are ontologically objective. Alternatively, under panpsychist or idealist metaphysics, perhaps nothing exists independent of minds. For this essay, I'm assuming that at least fundamental particles/fields exist independent of minds.



[5]

Mirror-touch synesthetes are people who viscerally experience what they observe others experiencing.



[6]

The fact that length depends on one’s reference frame does not render it subjective either ontologically or epistemologically. It just means length is an ontological property which cannot be separated from it’s reference frame. Two people in the same reference frame will measure the same length and could even predict what people in other reference frames will measure if they know the relevant physics.



[7]

This is different from mathematics (at least those branches used in science). Tomasik at one point says he views both ethics and mathematics as “as fictional constructions that we make” which we can “reason within,” but that they are “mind-dependent” without “independent truths.” The difference I see between mathematics and ethics is that the axioms of a mathematical system can be chosen in such a way that they model some aspect of the ontologically objective portion of reality. Then, the theorems derived from them tell us something about that ontologically objective domain. Only certain axioms do this. So, in a sense, those axioms are also ontologically objective. It’s true that you need a mind to find those axioms, but, presumably, any sufficiently intelligent mind will find them. This is not the case for ethical axioms, which are contingent on specific minds.






“The Origins of Wokeness” by Paul Graham

The Hidden Legacies of Biological Sex, Humanism, & the Blank Slate

Just over half a decade ago, in the midst of Donald Trump’s first term, Matt Yglesias announced that the major ongoing shift in American politics was not to the right but to the left. Yglesias’s analysis of the “The Great Awokening” emphasized the timeframe of changing attitudes among the electorate and did not devote much space to discussing their causes. However, the dramatic effects of wokeness on society demand an explanation, and there has been a steady stream of books attempting to provide it:


	The Rise of Victimhood Culture: Microaggressions, Safe Spaces, and the New Culture Wars by Bradley Campbell and Jason Manning (2018)

	The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure by Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt (2018)

	The Madness of Crowds: Gender, Race and Identity by Douglas Murray (2019)

	Cynical Theories: How Activist Scholarship Made Everything about Race, Gender, and Identity―and Why This Harms Everybody by Helen Pluckrose and James Lindsay (2020)

	Woke Racism: How a New Religion Has Betrayed Black America by John McWhorter (2021)

	America's Cultural Revolution: How the Radical Left Conquered Everything by Chris Rufo (2023)

	The Origins of Woke: Civil Rights Law, Corporate America, and the Triumph of Identity Politics by Richard Hanania (2023)

	The Identity Trap: A Story of Ideas and Power in Our Time by Yasha Mounk (2023)

	Taboo: How Making Race Sacred Produced a Cultural Revolution by Eric Kaufmann (2024)

	We Have Never Been Woke: The Cultural Contradictions of a New Elite by Musa al-Gharbi (2024)



In January of this year, the programmer, investor, and writer Paul Graham added his own narrative to the mix, titling it “The Origins of Wokeness”. Perhaps surprisingly, this essay does not directly cite or indirectly allude to any of the many recent books that cover similar ground, although it is largely consistent with them in treating wokeness as a religion, identifying its roots in Marxist thought and university social-science departments of the 1960s, and linking it to political correctness and cancel culture. I find Graham’s diagnosis of wokeness persuasive, but to me his explanation still leaves its fundamental causes unresolved. After summarizing his argument, I’ll describe what I think is missing from it.

The Origins of Wokeness, According to Paul Graham

Graham’s story begins with a self-reinforcing social feedback loop that is much older than the emergence of wokeness itself, rooted in personality differences within populations:


	All societies have always had some number of “aggressively conventional-minded” people (the subject of another of Graham’s essays; he also uses the word “prig” in this one: “A self-righteously moralistic person who behaves as if superior to others”).

	Changing moral rules are invented by these “zealots” to signal their own virtue, then adopted by a larger group of people who are afraid of the consequences of breaking the rules; this dynamic creates an accelerating cycle of invented and reinforced orthodoxies.

	Importantly, the perpetuation of these orthodoxies requires costly signals. Graham writes, “Any religious observance has to be inconvenient and slightly absurd; otherwise gentiles would do it too” and “If all you have to do to be orthodox is wear some garment or avoid saying some word, everyone knows to do it, and the only way to seem more virtuous than other people is to actually be virtuous. The shallow, complicated, and frequently changing rules of political correctness made it the perfect substitute for actual virtue.”



Graham sees political correctness as the most recent instantiation of the general social process of zealot-driven orthodoxy generation. He pinpoints the birth of this movement in the humanities and social-science departments of (implicitly elite and American) universities sixty years ago, with its ramifications growing steadily over the decades:


	Although student protest movements of the 1960s focused on issues of sexism and racism, the students had no institutional power and couldn’t effect structural change.

	Once those student protestors completed graduate work and began entering academia in the early 1970s, they slowly became numerically dominant as older faculty retired.

	By the 1980s, they had gained tenure and the ability to impose their ideas, and by the 1990s their power continued to grow as they became heads of their departments and administrators within institutions.

	By the 2000s they had succeeded in creating new social-justice-themed departments and new bureaucratic positions that ensured the enforcement of their preferred norms. One particularly consequential change was new hiring practices that produced ideological monocultures within their institutions.

	In the 2010s, the advent of outrage-driven social media and the emergence of new online mobs transformed political correctness into cancel culture, which expanded in scope and gained momentum from the Black Lives Matter movement in 2013 and the Me Too Movement in 2017, along with the financially self-serving ideological polarization of the media in response to the election of Donald Trump in 2016.

	In 2020, the perceived excesses of this movement—now widely identified as wokeness—led to its current decline.



Having thus established the origins of wokeness, Graham concludes his essay by discussing how to defeat it, with the goal of preventing not just the future resurgence of wokeness narrowly but “any similar outbreak of aggressively performative moralism”. His solution is to treat wokeness like any other religion: allow people the freedom to profess their own beliefs, but restrict them from coercing or indoctrinating others within public institutions. The “aggressively conventional-minded” and the new ideologies they are bound to invent in the future, he says, can be kept in check if everyone else keeps an eye out for the emergence of new heresies: “The number of true things we can't say should not increase. If it does, something is wrong.”

Reflections on the Essay

Graham is an engaging writer and an insightful commentator, and his story is convincing as far as it goes. It is especially compelling as a play-by-play narrative of his own personal observations. As he tells it, “I saw political correctness arise. When I started college in 1982 it was not yet a thing. [...] It was still not a thing when I started grad school in 1986. It was definitely a thing in 1988 though, and by the early 1990s it seemed to pervade campus life.”

Reading accounts of the bureaucratic chaos engulfing progressive organizations and public universities thirty years later, it’s hard not to feel like Graham is, if anything, being too restrained in his denouncement of the problem.

“The Origins of Wokeness” usefully analyzes when, where, and how wokeness emerged, but it leaves unanswered the more fundamental question of why wokeness developed as it did. From my perspective, Graham’s explanation (reflecting the consensus of the spate of recent books on wokeness) is missing three crucial pieces of historical context: the first is biological, the second is moral, and the third is ideological.

I. Biology: The Consequences of Differential Reproductive Investment by Men and Women

Graham alludes to a sex bias in the emergence of political correctness:


One thing I noticed at the time about the first phase of political correctness was that it was more popular with women than men. As many writers (perhaps most eloquently George Orwell) have observed, women seem more attracted than men to the idea of being moral enforcers. But there was another more specific reason women tended to be the enforcers of political correctness. There was at this time a great backlash against sexual harassment; the mid 1980s were the point when the definition of sexual harassment was expanded from explicit sexual advances to creating a "hostile environment." Within universities the classic form of accusation was for a (female) student to say that a professor made her "feel uncomfortable." But the vagueness of this accusation allowed the radius of forbidden behavior to expand to include talking about heterodox ideas. Those make people uncomfortable too.



Why this link between women’s concerns about sexual harassment, hostile environments, and discomfort more generally? One underappreciated cause is the biology of sexual reproduction.

A long and consistent evolutionary history has shaped the differences between the sexes. Greater female investment in offspring is at least as old as the split between plants and animals more than a billion years ago, and it has persisted through the origin of vertebrates five hundred million years ago, of mammals three hundred million years ago, of primates fifty-five million years ago, of hominids six million years ago, and of modern humans three hundred thousand years ago. As Louis CK claimed, “A great father can give a kid forty percent of his needs, top[s]. [...] Any mother, a just, a shit mother, like just a not-even-trying mother? Two hundred percent.”

Females of all these sexually reproducing organisms produce egg cells, which are much larger and more energetically costly than the sperm cells of males. The female human body is the site of not just insemination and fertilization, but all of the calorically expensive and potentially life-threatening events that follow: uterine implantation of the embryo and its nine-month development into a human being capable of surviving outside the womb, delivery of the fetus and placenta, and up to several years of breastfeeding the infant. Greater maternal investment in offspring does not end with weaning; mothers traditionally continue to provide years of care to their children, and menopause seems to be an adaptation to allow women to extend their nurturing to an additional generation of descendants—the children of their grown children.

Selection for these dramatically different levels of investment in offspring have led not only to men’s and women’s obviously different physical features, but to well-attested psychological differences between the sexes. Cory Clark and Bo Winegard summarize the evidence:


[W]omen are more likely to experience self-protective emotions such as anxiety and fear, to be more harm- and risk-averse, and to have more empathy and desire to protect the vulnerable. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to take risks and to endorse hierarchy and support for conflict.



Graham seems to regard the “prigs” and “zealots” responsible for wokeness as fundamentally flawed; in his worldview, there is little worse than being “aggressively conventional-minded”. To me, this framing reflects stereotypically male morality failing to understand stereotypically female morality. He writes: “So which should prevail, comfort or truth? Surely if truth should prevail anywhere, it should be in universities; that's supposed to be their specialty; but for decades starting in the late 1980s the politically correct tried to pretend this conflict didn't exist.”

Why did female moral values come to dominate academia and modern society more broadly?

II. Morality: Humanism as a Victim of its Own Success

Graham recalls a changing moral culture as political correctness emerged:


One big contributing factor in the rise of political correctness was the lack of other things to be morally pure about. Previous generations of prigs had been prigs mostly about religion and sex. But among the cultural elite these were the deadest of dead letters by the 1980s; if you were religious, or a virgin, this was something you tended to conceal rather than advertise. So the sort of people who enjoy being moral enforcers had become starved of things to enforce. A new set of rules was just what they'd been waiting for.



He also notes the expanding scope of wokeness in its modern incarnation:


In the early 2010s the embers of political correctness burst into flame anew. There were several differences between this new phase and the original one. It was more virulent. It spread further into the real world, although it still burned hottest within universities. And it was concerned with a wider variety of sins. In the first phase of political correctness there were really only three things people got accused of: sexism, racism, and homophobia (which at the time was a neologism invented for the purpose). But between then and 2010 a lot of people had spent a lot of time trying to invent new kinds of -isms and -phobias and seeing which could be made to stick.



Graham’s emphasis on the self-serving social value of wokeness for elites seems true at least in part, but I don’t think it fully explains the source of the moral changes he identifies here. The triumph of humanism may have been the push that set them in motion.

To summarize many different trends discussed in a lot of detail in recent years (for example, The Rational Optimist: How Prosperity Evolves by Matt Ridley; Factfulness: Ten Reasons We're Wrong About the World—and Why Things Are Better Than You Think by Hans Rosling, Ola Rosling, and Anna Rosling Rönnlund; Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress by Steven Pinker; and Superabundance: The Story of Population Growth, Innovation, and Human Flourishing on an Infinitely Bountiful Planet by Marian L. Tupy and Gale L. Pooley), in the modern world everything has on average been getting better for everyone everywhere. One aspect of this progress has been the gradual feminization of society.

“Feminization” is not a dog-whistle here, but a term of art. As Steven Pinker explains in the preface to The Better Angels of Our Nature (p. xxvi), “Feminization is the process in which cultures have increasingly respected the interests and values of women.” In documenting historical declines in violence, Pinker goes on to discuss several forms of feminization (p. 688): “direct political empowerment, the deflation of manly honor, the promotion of marriage on women’s terms, the right of girls to be born, and women’s control over their own reproduction.”

Once the moral discovery that women are fundamentally equal to men had been made, its implications were undeniable and its consequences dramatic, if initially slow in gaining ground. In academia, this change has been particularly notable. After centuries of being excluded from education, women now outnumber men in earning new degrees and being hired as new faculty members. Academic culture has changed at the same time, and surveys reveal exactly the sex differences in values that one would predict from the sex differences in reproductive investment discussed above.

Across a wide variety of studies compiled by Clark and Winegard, men are more willing than women to advocate for free speech and academic freedom, including the expression of offensive ideas and controversial claims, while women are more willing than men to advocate for censorship, dismissal campaigns, and mandating diversity quotas:


The overall theme of these differences is that men are more committed than women to the pursuit of truth as the raison d’être of science, while women are more committed to various moral goals, such as equity, inclusion, and the protection of vulnerable groups. Consequently, men are more tolerant of controversial and potentially offensive scientific findings being pursued, disseminated, and discussed, and women are more willing to obstruct or suppress science perceived to be potentially harmful or offensive. Put more simply, men are relatively more interested in advancing what is empirically correct, and women are relatively more interested in advancing what is morally desirable.



“What is morally desirable” has changed with the gradual feminization of modern society. In The Better Angels of Our Nature, a chapter about the 20th century’s rights revolutions features subsections that recount a dramatic march of declines in violence: Civil Rights and the Decline of Lynching and Racial Pogroms; Women’s Rights and the Decline of Rape and Battering; Children’s Rights and the Decline of Infanticide, Spanking, Child Abuse, and Bullying; Gay Rights, the Decline of Gay-Bashing, and the Decriminilization of Homosexuality; Animal Rights and the Decline of Cruelty to Animals.

I think there are two important and underappreciated aspects of this history that shed light on the origins of wokeness.

First, even recent moral advances that are obviously true from today’s vantage point were not so at the time. During the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s, interracial marriage, homosexuality, and Martin Luther King, Jr. were all extremely unpopular. This mismatch between the moral norms of the recent past and the present day, through the lens of currently dominant female values, has given many people a desperate desire to “be on the right side of history” now. Their assumption seems to be that if the values of left-leaning student protesters of the past ultimately turned out to have been right all along, then the values of left-leaning student protestors of the present will turn out to have been right in the future. The stereotypically female moral value of harm-reduction has accelerated the project of making society less racist, sexist, and unjust.

However (here’s the second point), the success of humanistic morality in modern society has been so complete—even the conservatives of today are more progressive than the progressives of just a generation or two ago—that it is running out of problems to solve. A reduction in horrors ranging from lynching to rape to spanking to bullying to animal cruelty represents not just tremendous moral progress, but also a clear lessening of how horrible the horrors are. The rights revolutions have led, with good reason, to a continual moving of the moral goalposts; this is what progress represents. Notably, though, the motivations and rhetoric have not changed as more and more victories have been won. The end of Jim Crow led to a search for a New Jim Crow; the decrease in overt aggression led to the invention of microaggressions; the decline in violence led to a redefinition of violence, so that first words became violence and eventually even silence became violence.

Pinker connects these dots in Better Angels (p. 381):


[The prohibition of dodgeball] reminds us of how a civilizing offensive can leave a culture with a legacy of puzzling customs, peccadilloes, and taboos. The code of etiquette bequeathed by this and the other Rights Revolutions is pervasive enough to have acquired a name. We call it political correctness. The Rights Revolutions have another curious legacy. Because they are propelled by an escalating sensitivity to new forms of harm, they erase their own tracks and leave us amnesic about their successes.



Why did humanism achieve its great successes in the 1960s? For Pinker, the key factors that produced the rights revolutions were advances in communications and transportation technologies that encouraged a reduction in ignorance and an increase in empathy.

Matt Yglesias has recently pointed to the Holocaust as the catalyst that ultimately led to a sustained burst of civil rights legislation:


This idea that the Nazis were really bad became the cornerstone of the moral order that emerged in the late-1940s. [...] Harry Truman risked the blowup of the Democratic Party coalition to desegregate the armed forces. Bigoted people and racist policies persisted long after the war, of course. But they were in steady retreat, especially in elite discourse. Truman’s desegregation order came in 1948. Brown v Board of Education was in 1954, followed by a Civil Rights Act in 1957 and then another one in 1960. The big Civil Rights Act passed in 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in 1965. Interracial marriage remained unpopular until the surprisingly recent past, but the Supreme Court tossed out miscegenation laws in 1967. [...] It’s officially Not Okay to be racist anymore after World War II.



For Tom Holland, the humanistic values that took hold after World War II are really derived from the influence of Christianity on Western society, and it was the pre-Christian morality of the Nazis that pushed humanity in the opposite direction.

From Graham’s perspective, the 1960s was of course the time that the founders of political correctness began their ascent to power. He quotes a reviewer of his essay as explaining that:


The middle-class student protestors of the New Left rejected the socialist/Marxist left as unhip. They were interested in sexier forms of oppression uncovered by cultural analysis (Marcuse) and abstruse "Theory". Labor politics became stodgy and old-fashioned. This took a couple generations to work through. The woke ideology's conspicuous lack of interest in the working class is the tell-tale sign. [...]

The middle-class origins of wokeness smoothed its way through the institutions because it had no interest in "seizing the means of production" (how quaint such phrases seem now), which would quickly have run up against hard state and corporate power. The fact that wokeness only expressed interest in other kinds of class (race, sex, etc) signalled compromise with existing power: give us power within your system and we'll bestow the resource we control — moral rectitude — upon you. As an ideological stalking horse for gaining control over discourse and institutions, this succeeded where a more ambitious revolutionary program would not have.



I think that there is another piece to the puzzle of the origins of wokeness. Why have the biggest proponents of newly feminized modern society been so unimpressed with the unprecedented advances in global wellbeing that have occurred in the past few decades? It seems to me that the moral goalpost-moving of wokeness (Part II: “Humanism as a Victim of its Own Success”) has been driven in part by a rejection of biological truth (Part I: “The Consequences of Differential Reproductive Investment by Men and Women”).

Why is the reality of sex differences so unpalatable to so many people, and why have the incredible accomplishments of humanism been so unsatisfying to them too?

III. Ideology: The False Promise of the Blank Slate

Graham points to Marxism as the immediate antecedent of the first phase of wokeness that emerged in the 1980s:


Another possibly contributing factor was the fall of the Soviet empire. Marxism had been a popular focus of moral purity on the left before political correctness emerged as a competitor, but the pro-democracy movements in Eastern Bloc countries took most of the shine off it. Especially the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. You couldn't be on the side of the Stasi. I remember looking at the moribund Soviet Studies section of a used bookshop in Cambridge in the late 1980s and thinking "what will those people go on about now?" As it turned out the answer was right under my nose.



Much of the recent scholarship on wokeness likewise points to Marxism as its prior cause. There are likely many important influences shared by these social movements, but one of them is so consequential that Steven Pinker devoted an entire book to it nearly a quarter of a century ago—The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature. Pinker writes (p. 157–8):


The ideology of the Blank Slate helps explain some of the features that were unique to the Marxist states:




	If people do not differ in psychological traits like talent or drive, then anyone who is better off must be avaricious or larcenous [...]. Massive killings of kulaks and “rich” or “bourgeois” peasants was a feature of Lenin’s and Stalin’s Soviet Union, Mao’s China, and Pol Pot’s Cambodia.

	If the mind is structureless at birth and shaped by its experience, a society that wants the right kind of minds must control the experience [...]. Twentieth-century Marxist states were not just dictatorships but totalitarian dictatorships. They tried to control every aspect of life: childrearing, education, clothing, entertainment, architecture, the arts, even food and sex. [...]

	If people are shaped by their social environments, then growing up bourgeois can leave a permanent psychological stain [...]. The descendants of landlords and “rich peasants” in postrevolutionary regimes bore a permanent stigma and were persecuted as readily as if bourgeois parentage were a genetic trait. Worse, since parentage is invisible but discoverable by third parties, the practice of outing people with a “bad background” became a weapon of social competition. That led to the atmosphere of denunciation and paranoia that made life in these regimes an Orwellian nightmare.



The parallels between the blank-slate ideology of twentieth-century Marxist societies and the blank-slate ideology of twenty-first-century wokeness leap off the page. If your underlying assumptions are that human nature doesn’t exist, that everyone is the same from birth, and that our characteristics are produced by society, then the continued existence of any inequality among adults is, on its face, evidence that society is unjust, biased, and violent. To me, blank-slateism helps explain the failure of the woke to recognize that they are living in the most just, unbiased, and peaceful societies that have ever existed. I think it also accounts for the shift in emphasis from equality (of opportunity) in the Civil Rights era to equity (of outcomes) in wokeness today.

The ideology of the blank slate seems to be perennially tempting in modern society, in part because it emerges out of a preoccupation with injustice—the stereotypically female value of harm-reduction discussed above. What Pinker calls “the fear of inequality” reflects the belief that the existence of innate differences between people would justify an escalating sequence of injustices: not only prejudice, oppression, and discrimination, but a tolerance for socioeconomic inequality that blames victims for their own failures, and even a eugenics that seeks to remove inferior traits from the human gene pool. Ultimately though, blank-slateism represents a false promise as a solution to these concerns.

As Pinker points out (p. 141–142), this ideology does not make a wise bargain with reality: “Fundamental values (such as equality and human rights) should not be held hostage to some factual conjecture about blank slates that might be refuted tomorrow.” These fears also represent a more fundamental moral fallacy—no matter what science ends up revealing about human differences, it will not have the moral implications that blank-slatists claim (p. 145):


So could discoveries in biology turn out to justify racism and sexism? Absolutely not! The case against bigotry is not a factual claim that humans are biologically indistinguishable. It is a moral stance that condemns judging an individual according to the average traits of certain groups to which the individual belongs. Enlightened societies choose to ignore race, sex, and ethnicity in hiring, promotion, salary, school admissions, and the criminal justice system because the alternative is morally repugnant. Discriminating against people on the basis of race, sex, or ethnicity would be unfair, penalizing them for traits over which they have no control. It would perpetuate the injustices of the past, in which African Americans, women, and other groups were enslaved or oppressed. It would rend society into hostile factions and could escalate into horrific persecution. But none of these arguments against discrimination depends on whether groups of people are or are not genetically indistinguishable.



How discrimination based on innate differences was rejected by the Civil Rights movement in the late twentieth century only to be embraced by wokeness in the early twenty-first is quite a story.

Final Thoughts

Graham’s explanation of the origins of wokeness persuasively identifies its features and their source: Marxist-influenced student protestors of the 1960s and their subsequent remaking of academia from social-science and humanities departments. What I think is missing from this narrative, and why I think Graham’s suggested solution (contain wokeness by treating it as a religion) will be hard to put into practice, is that there are three additional, more fundamental, and less widely recognized causes behind the emergence and cultural dominance of wokeness.

First, the consequence of differential reproductive investment by men and women is predictable differences in male and female psychology and values. Second, the moral discovery that men and women are morally equal has ultimately made humanism a victim of its own success: feminization of society has led to accelerating changes in moral norms from stereotypically male to stereotypically female values. The result has been a paradoxical dissatisfaction among the woke with the unprecedented moral advances of the past sixty years. Third, this response stems in part from the false promise of the blank slate: an ideological commitment to the rejection of biology’s influence on psychology means that continued differences in outcomes between different categories of people in society prove the continued existence of societal injustices.

Many recent opinion pieces argue that wokeness is now declining. Graham takes this position too: “Since then [2020] wokeness has been in gradual but continual retreat. [...] I'm not going to claim Trump's second victory in 2024 was a referendum on wokeness; I think he won, as presidential candidates always do, because he was more charismatic; but voters' disgust with wokeness must have helped.”

On the other hand, why does the April 2025 issue of National Geographic “presenting our inaugural collection of visionary changemakers who are striving to make the world a better place” include “the climate activist creating spaces for Africans to process their eco-anxiety” and “the activist making the outdoors a more welcome space for the queer community”?

The scale of the takeover of scientific institutions by wokeness in recent years is hard to exaggerate. Here are just a few examples from Nature and Science, long regarded as two of the the most prestigious scientific journals in the world (and distinct from popular outlets like Scientific American, itself the subject of a well-documented collapse):


	“Women choosing greener pastures”: Women faculty remain under-represented in chemistry because of a lack of applicants. Howe et al. surveyed 130 women and found that themes of overwork, unrealistic expectations, and an emphasis on research over teaching and mentoring were the underlying reasons that women looked elsewhere for employment. Further analysis revealed that women felt unsupported during graduate school and extrapolated this lack of support to faculty positions. This suggests that graduate-level experiences inform interests and career goals, and that systemic changes for increasing the diversity of faculty need to be made at the graduate level. Collectively, the results show that diversifying faculty positions is much more than simply opening a position. Instead, it requires policy changes that explicitly value women and their ideals.

	“Men dominate Q&A sessions, even online”: Conferences suffer from male-dominated ‘question and manswer’ sessions at both in-person and virtual events, even if they have a good gender balance. Researchers observed a four-day online bioinformatics conference and found that ‘senior men’ (older than 35 years) asked, on average, 9.3 more questions than a junior woman, while senior women asked just 2.3 more questions than a junior man. Possible solutions are more time for question and answer sessions, giving the first query opportunity to a junior woman or taking a short break after the talk to allow the audience to formulate their ideas.

	“Maths charts course to decolonization”: Mathematicians who are leading decolonization efforts describe how they are ushering in a new era of teaching in one of the least diverse scientific disciplines. Some are working on rooting racism out of the curriculum, and others are including examples of problems from different cultural backgrounds in their teaching — all in the context of diversifying who is teaching and learning mathematics. Lecturers need to make human connections if they want to introduce examples from communities that they don’t belong to, says mathematician and Native Hawaiian Kamuela Yong. Otherwise, he notes, “it’s appropriation all over again”.

	“Does dino naming need an overhaul?”: Two centuries on from Buckland announcing Megalosaurus, some palaeontologists are calling for more robust guidelines around naming dino species to help avoid names that have racist, sexist or other problematic connotations. Unlike scientific disciplines such as chemistry, in which strict rules govern a molecule’s name, in zoology researchers have a relatively free rein over the naming of new species. “We need to critically revise what we have done, see what we have done well and what we have not done well, and try to correct it in the future,” says palaeontologist Evangelos Vlachos.

	“Why scientists are taking to the streets”: Fed up with a lack of political progress in solving the climate problem, some researchers are turning to activism and civil disobedience. Despite facing legal and professional consequences, there is a growing consensus among researchers that an urgent response is warranted. A survey conducted last year of 9,220 researchers around the world, from a range of scientific and academic disciplines, found that more than 90% agree that “fundamental changes to social, political, and economic systems” are needed. “I think it’s worth it,” says atmospheric scientist Noah Liguori-Bills. “The whole world’s at stake.”

	Quote of the day: “I’ve found that doing science is the ultimate act of rebellion, and a way to confront the injustices that women face every day.” Being a Latin American woman in science is partly about shattering stereotypes and glass ceilings, says palaeontologist Dirley Cortés.



The current state of science (and “Science”) reflects the hidden legacies of biological sex, humanism, and the blank slate in the origins of wokeness. Wokeness, I argue, emerged in part from the success of humanistic morality in empowering biologically-based female values in society. Because the stereotypical male value of freedom and the stereotypically female value of preventing harm necessarily trade off with each other, an institution with more freedom will allow more harm, and one that prevents more harm will restrict freedom. By treating differences between groups as evidence of continued injustice, the ideology of the blank slate has accelerated the classification of more groups as vulnerable and more ideas as harmful.

The real promise of humanism, though, is a rejection of the false promise of the blank slate: treating each person as an individual, rather than reducing them to representatives of the identity categories they happen to belong to. If given equality of opportunity and freedom of choice, people will pursue their own interests. From that perspective, the persistence of sex asymmetries across academic fields may be cause for hope:

[image: ]

So far, biology remains stronger than ideology. I think the challenge will be in reestablishing truly humanistic norms in academia that accept human differences and celebrate the great moral advances we have made, while acknowledging that complete equity of outcomes may not be possible or even desirable. If academic institutions are able to regain trust and offer a compelling alternative to wokeness, it may be easier to resist the future waves of aggressively performative moralism that Graham sees coming.




The Pebble, Jewel of the 1960 World Series

April is sweet. April is cruel. April is spongy. And on opening day the squish of rain-soaked grass under a skittering baseball achieves the sound of summer coming on slowly. The pinwheel drizzle flying off the rolling ball stirs up hope. Foreshadows letdown. Prompts figments of supple deeds.

I was a ball player, a catcher for the Pittsburgh Pirates in 1960 when we took the National League pennant and went to the World Series to play the New York Yankees. It was an intoxicating year for the players on that team and the public wanted to know all about us.

I heard this story from someone I don’t remember – a player, a reporter, someone. In hot July when we were in first place in the National League and had been since May, Myron Cope, freelance sportswriter, landed an assignment from a local newspaper to profile the players. He began with the team leader, shortstop Dick Groat, doing an interview, writing it up, and seeing it published the next day. After that, when the Pirates played home games, he booked in turn each player a day ahead and arranged to meet them before or after the day’s game.The project clicked along. An artist did up an agreeable line drawing of the featured player that went with the stories, printed at eight inches high, three columns wide. On July 14, 1960, Cope checked his list. Bill Virdon, outfielder, today, Dick Stuart, first baseman, tomorrow. Stuart had just returned to town from a day off that he’d spent performing in two television episodes of “Home Run Derby.”  He’d won one match, lost one, taking home a winner’s check for $2,500 and a loser’s check of $1,000.  When Cope asked him if he’d be available the next day, Stuart said yes, as long as Cope was willing to pay.

            “None of the others asked for pay,” said Cope.

            “They got their own lives. I want paid.”

            “I’m not going to pay you.”

“Then I’m not doing an interview.”

Myron Cope said, “Outstanding.”

And did not interview Stuart and didn’t think ill of him, either. In those days, we didn’t get paid like ballplayers today. A lot of us had regular jobs between seasons. My teammate, outfielder Bob Skinner, worked full time for a newspaper out in California. Skinner once made the all-star team but couldn’t live on baseball earnings. When I asked him what exactly he did out there he said: “Circulation,” with a tiny growl and I asked no further questions.

Cope did an ace job writing me up. He wrote that, as a kid, I’d been the best athlete in my neighborhood, then the best in my high school, and that I made all-state in Illinois twice playing quarterback. But, he wrote, I loved playing baseball more. As a catcher, I got a contract and in the bush leagues I was still the best. Then I got to the majors and was the best no more. Cope didn’t mention that.

Now, I’m dead. I’ve no body. We’re like molecules up here. I’m lonely in heaven. I float around, visit with guys like Shakespeare and Newton. They have time for me. They have time for everyone. There isn’t really any “time” at all. Shakespeare helped me to find paper. Newton helped me track down a typewriter. Newton is good with the technology stuff, but I didn’t think even he could come up with a computer. Paper and typewriters are rarer than rare in heaven. You need a real specialist to somehow materialize the things. So I owe them one. They didn’t have to do it. I saw a reporter I used to know. He was no help. He didn’t care about my story. I had to get those laughing guys, those fun guys, Newton and Shakespeare, surrounded by thousands who want some “time” with them or something else.

You’d think time wouldn’t matter in heaven. It does. It’s similar to time on earth, except here it never ends, so you can wait for a long time to be with Shakespeare, and then it doesn’t last long, he’s on to another hanger-on. I sat around for about three years waiting for my turn. That’s all right, three years is like nothing. And it’s like everything. I can’t tell you exactly. I mean, three years! Christ! It can also feel like three years. Shakespeare is always sandwiched. All these ghosts press against him – and I mean flat right up against him and he’s just hard to get to. I began to notice that no one came up to me. What? Didn’t they know I’d done something big? Didn’t they want to know all about it, what it was like, how it affected me? I’m writing this to correct the matter.

The spirit world is strange. It’s crowded at certain spots, certain personalities are popular, even though we have the whole universe and can really get lost in it, if that’s what you want. With all that space, you’d think people would take advantage. But they don’t. They stick around earth like sad puppies. Earth and earthlings, especially the Shakespeares. They also scheme about how to get back in the action. Some of them take over bodies down there, they whisper in the wind, they try to have an effect down there which always turns out small. Nothing like what they want.

There are some, like me, who never bothered to tell their story when they were alive. And now, like me, they’re obsessed. It’s all folly. Believe me, heaven-paper is like a ghost. Now I have some and can get all this down, but getting it to earth where I want it get is – almost impossible. I know that going in. But I can’t be stopped. I’d call myself desperate, greedy, motivated – but, let me tell you, any kind of emotion in heaven is watered down to the point where you can barely feel it. It takes months and months of concentration to begin to feel it, even though you know it’s there to be felt. It’s no kind of existence. It’s not life. And yet, I exist. A molecule. I have to work hard to feel terrible.

And I’m desperate, or something approaching desperation, I think, to tell my story to the living people on earth. How many of them don’t know they are in the best place? Many act just like they are in heaven, with nothing to lose forever.

I’ve got the paper, I’ve got the typewriter, and I’m going to put it all down, hoping that the ghostly manuscript, if left in tree stump or something on earth will by magic materialize. Maybe. I’ve heard that this can happen, but I usually believe it is all talk. I am a man of little faith. No one in heaven has any proof of this. They say it can be done, but – I don’t know, I don’t have much faith. So I have felt, since dying, although I am not totally dead, strangely, I should have written my story.

Here it is. I hit a drive of 425 feet over the left field wall at Forbes Field for a home run in the bottom of the eighth inning during the seventh game of the World Series for the Pirates against the New York Yankees. Mel Allen, the Yankee broadcaster, announced (and I quote): “That is one of the most dramatic hits in the history of the World Series… that base hit will long be remembered.” I’m not so sure. There is a line in the movie Eight Men Out . . . “Nobody cares about your batting average, Bucky.” That’s true. But I can’t help it. I want you to know about my batting average.

I found a guy here. Clyde something. Clyde puffs himself up and recites Homer from memory. I puffed myself up and made ears. Yes, Clyde’s voice moves the air, if that’s what you want to call it up here, and makes sound waves where you can hear with your puffy ears some words, some of the time. I followed Clyde for a while. He has followers. I spent decades following him across the firmament trying to get the whole poem into myself. I did that because of this one part that I heard loud and clear early on. Clyde recited: “The gods weave misfortunes for men, so that the generations to come will have something to sing about.” I thought, yes, perhaps they will sing about me. My fortune and misfortune. See, I had both.

I hit a game-winning home run in the eighth inning of the seventh game of the World Series. Except that isn’t true. It is true to some extent (see Mel Allen). I mean it is very close to true. It is so almost true that I taste it every day. I tasted it every day of my life, and now in afterlife, where memory helps but doesn’t really do much to really make you feel it, taste it. No. I only remember tasting it. Memories, in life, you tend to take for granted. In afterlife, they are all you have practically. But I won the game, or almost did. It is a very strange feeling, let me tell you. I almost lived it, I almost did.

I got to the mountain top. I was there, at a place that few could climb – or hope to climb. My dream came true. My ten-year-old’s soul found nirvana. And this it what it was like: it lasted fourteen minutes. You couldn’t believe what happened next. The New York Yankees, experts at dismantling dreams, and not just dreams, sometimes teams, and very often players. But some dreams come true, don’t they? Except the bastards, the winners, the ever-loving destroyers, had done it again – only this time it wasn’t the Dodgers. It was  me. My baseball luck disappeared after that.

I didn’t start the game and watched from the bench. We blasted ahead in the first two innings and held the lead for the first half of the game. In the 7th inning, our catcher Smokey Burgess got on base with a single. Smokey was a good hitter but ran like a sack of sweet potatoes so the manager sent in a pinch runner and told me I’d be catching starting the 8th inning. The Yankees had been picking up runs, the way they do. Singles, doubles, a home run. By the time the Yankees finished batting in the 8th, they were ahead 7-4.

This late in the game the infield base path was getting pretty beat up. It wasn’t too good to start with. At some point during the season, one of the Pirate players remarked, “That dirt comes from a sand and gravel place out in Beaver County run by gangsters.” The sand was loaded with pebbles. Not small boulders, maybe, but you could pick them out with your fingers and throw them around if you wanted. Pure, glistening, well-raked white sand it wasn’t. By the 8thinning, the surface was pocked with footprints. Tiny potholes. Natural cups for pebbles to settle in. We were used to it.

The first Pirate batter was Gino Cimoli who sent a smooth bouncing popup over the infield for a single. Centerfielder Bill Virdon came to bat and slammed a hard grounder straight at Yankee shortstop Tony Kubek for a sure double play. Except on the second bounce up out of the infield dirt the ball took a freakish line off a pebble and plowed into Kubek’s throat. The runners were safe. Without the pebble, Kubek makes the double play and there are two out and nobody on. With the pebble, there are two on base and nobody out. Kubek has blood in his mouth and a cracked windpipe. An ambulance takes him to the hospital. And we start to have some fun.

Cimoli, Virdon, Groat, Skinner, and Roberto Clemente all get hits, score two runs, and I come up to bat with two on base. I hit a home run. The Pirates score a total of five runs in the 8th and lead the Yankees 9-7. The most famous seventh game winning home run in World Series history. That was me.

But, no.

Bobby Richardson, Dale Long, and Mickey Mantle all get hits to start the Yankee 9th inning. One run scores, Mantle on first base, Long on third, and Yogi Berra at bat. He hit a hard ground ball to first baseman Rocky Nelson. A sure double play, Mantle out at second, Berra at first. With one out already, game over. We win the World Series 9-8. But Nelson stepped on first, scrapping the double play. It’s only natural. The first base bag was right in front of him where he caught the ball. Mantle suddenly stopped, maybe seven feet off first, turned around, faked going to second, then goes back to first base diving low under Nelson’s glove holding the ball. It’s a freakish move. How did Mantle know he had to get back. Nelson slack, Mantle quick. The runner on third scores. Tie game.

Most of America knows what Bill Mazeroski did when he came to bat in the 9th inning. A home run. It won the game and the Series. Only a few know what I did in the 8th.

Now that I’m dead and can see all of history, if I like, right down through the smooth talk and the great battles and into the grit and beyond the grit down to the lifespan of a single amoeba, or anything in all of history, if you can believe it. “Time” is funny that way. I once saw in the first moments of my demise that there were something like ten thousand boys watching the game on television who jumped up from their seats a split second before the pitch and shouted to their fathers and uncles:  “He’s going to hit a home run.”

He did.

I write these sentences on this stupid heavenly paper and the heavenly ink in the lines above keep disappearing. I am determined to finish. I’ll write this again and again until the whole thing sticks.

My career went down after the World Series. I drifted around the league playing for different teams for a couple of years. Something changed in me. I lost the feel for the game. The split second decisions… I couldn’t make them any more. On balance, I sliced into the speed. I started thinking too much. As a player, I was dead.

In the noisy locker room after the game, the smell of beer, players dumping champagne on each other, lots of people said to me: “Nice job.” I thought, that pebble did a nice job, too. When things quieted down, and the celebrators began to drift away toward home, I went down the tunnel to the dugout and onto the field. I had very firmly in mind precisely the spot that baseball hit before it ruined Tony Kubek’s day. I walked across the diamond. There was still a little light, the sun just about to go down. I spotted the hole and in the lowest part of the hole, a pebble. It was about the size of my thumb knuckle, white with a swirl of brownish coloring that looked like a thread wrapped around it. It was a very eminent pebble. I picked it up. Put it in my pocket. I carried it the rest of my life and took it to my grave.

The following assisted with writing this review

The fictional ghost narrating these events is based on Hal W. Smith, Catcher, Pittsburgh Pirates, 1960-61. Any similarity to the historical Hal W. Smith is purely coincidental.

Interview with Myron Cope, 1999.

Shoenfield, David, “The Greatest Game Ever Played,” ESPN Archives, October 13, 2010.

Sandomir, Richard, “50 Years Later, a Slide Still Confounds,” The New York Times, September 30, 2010.

“The Knife and the Hammer,” Sports Illustrated, October 17, 1960.
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The Russo-Ukrainian War: A Firsthand Review

You Can Just Do Things
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In the winter of 2022 I was unhappily working at a dull but decently compensated IT job, which I had come upon at last after four years of phoning it in at college and abandoning my brief stint as an MMA Fighter/Porn Store Security Guard due to feeling like I was getting too old to be broke. If pressure to fit in with my yuppie, family-and-career-having peers pushed me into corporate life, the depressing mundanity of Covid-era day-to-day pushed me out just as quickly.

On February 24th, 2022, Russia began its full scale invasion, and America learned what a “Ukraine” was. Having long used politics as a surrogate activity to distract myself from my life of chronic underachievement, I was already a little more familiar than most with the country’s woes, and had followed the conflict from the time of the Euromaidan protests.

Years before I had read of the likes of Azov and its many foreign volunteers, and had

even periodically fantasized about dropping everything and going to the Donetsk Airport. But no, that Wasn’t The Type Of Thing Normal People Like Me Did, so instead I joined my own country’s armed forces, sat around pushing papers, earned the dubious honor of washing out “ahead of schedule”, and finally graduated college with a not very useful degree and a mediocre GPA.

With the invasion however, things changed. Before I had always vaguely felt that I would eventually end up doing something “cool”, and had soothed myself with reassurances that I was still in the “early life” section of my future Wikipedia article and would bide my time before I made my play at greatness.

Now however, the unrealisticness of this conceit was thrown into uncomfortably sharp relief by a certain contrast I could not not ignore. Only three days after the start of the full scale invasion, Ukrainian foreign minister Dymytro Kuleba announced the creation of the “International Legion For The Territorial Defense Of Ukraine”. Unlike in 2014, Ukraine was now specifically and officially soliciting foreigners with military experience to fight for them! I was at least technically in that category! I thought about my own time in the military. My ideas of going to war in Afghanistan had been quashed by the US withdrawal not long after I joined, and I had quickly found that military life involved more editing forms in Adobe Acrobat and less explosions than I had naively supposed.

    But this was a real war, a deadly serious war, and a major, world defining event at that. In the early months of the invasion the international media talked about almost nothing else. I spent all day at my desk pretending to work while frantically refreshing OSINT live maps and breathlessly following news from the front. I remember the circulation of harrowing video clips. Kalashnikovs being distributed to civilians in Kyiv, the mayor of a small village publicly asking its inhabitants whether they should personally accede to Russian ultimatums, or risk having their property destroyed and lives forfeit- to resounding cries of “Glory to Ukraine”. The Ukrainians’ courage blew my mind. There were people who really had something to die for, and by extension something to live for.  

    Meanwhile, there I was, sipping coffee and getting fat. The creation of the legion felt like destiny was reaching its hand out to me. Was I really going to ignore it so I could handle support tickets for the rest of my life?


Over the next few days I began to entertain, half joking at first, the notion that I would join the war. As I began catching myself thinking about it more and more, and with increasing seriousness, I realized with a sinking feeling that this idea had germinated whether I liked it or not, and that I might really do this. I allowed myself to elaborate upon the fantasy with research. I started looking at helmets, body armor, and mag pouches. Finally I took the plunge. Following the Ukrainian government’s officially published instructions, I called the embassy in DC, and… no one picked up.

I called a few more times throughout that day to no avail, also trying the Ukrainian Consulates General of New York, Chicago and San Francisco. None of them picked up the phone. Understandably, in the first few days of the invasion I imagine they were very busy. At length I resorted to calling the Consulate General of Toronto. To my surprise, a very tired sounding man with a thick accent picked up the phone. When I informed him of my intention to join the legion he replied with an almost disinterested “Okay, send an email to this address”, and the conversation was shortly over.

When I did as I was told, I received a quick reply with a request for a scan of my passport and forms that I should fill out. I did this the same day with a deep breath and butterflies in my stomach and... nothing. Days turned into weeks. I followed up with another email. I called the consulate in Toronto again. This time there was no answer. I started to get frustrated, and wondered whether this was a sign that I shouldn’t go. Maybe they didn’t like my resume and decided to ghost me. Afterall, they were probably looking for Elite Special Operations Ranger Seal Marines™, or at least combat veterans.

Browsing the several newly created “Ukraine Volunteers” subreddits at least showed me that I wasn’t alone. There were countless posts by people who had been similarly ghosted, and many more stern replies sensibly urging people not to go unless they were Elite Special Operations Ranger Seal Marines™. A couple months had now elapsed, and although I had already bought a lot of kit for myself online, I was starting to come to my senses and give up on the idea.

Then came the straw that broke the camel’s back. A few months had passed since the start of the invasion, and the media’s intense focus on Ukraine had already started to be diluted. At risk of being read as a vulgar culture war partisan, I suspect it was no coincidence that around this time my corporate workplace reintroduced the enforcement of Covid restrictions, to include masks worn at desk. This policy had previously been abandoned shortly after the invasion. Reintroducing it after the winter season was already over seemed less than rational, but I think Covid defaulting back to “the current thing” after being temporarily replaced by the excitement of a European War played a role.

One day as I was being lectured by a female HR representative for leaving my (cloth, non-medical) mask off for too long during lunch, I could barely hear what she was saying. All I could think of were the uncounted men across untold generations who had lived and died as warriors, with all the honor and pain that entailed. I thought of how men in Ukraine right now lived a modern version of that, while I allowed myself to be subject to the feminized safteyist ideology of everyday civilization.

The spiritual offensiveness of this contrast hit me like a ton of bricks, more vividly than ever. At that moment I silently made my final decision. I wasn’t going to wait around to hear back from the Ukrainian Government. It was time, in the immortal  words of an ISIS recruiter on Twitter to “put down the chicken wings n come to jihad, bro”.

That night I booked a one way flight to Warsaw, as all air travel to Ukraine was suspended. I told very few of my friends what I was doing. I told a girl I was seeing that I was moving to Europe with no further explanation. I told my parents the truth and felt a pit open up in my stomach as my mom cried like I told her I had terminal cancer. As the day of departure approached I called in sick from work a few times to prepare, before finally telling my boss I had to resign because of “long Covid” in a deadpan parody of their neuroticism.

Some Notes On Wartime Ukraine

When I landed in Warsaw the Polish border guards saw my body armor and asked where I was going and if I was a soldier. I instinctively denied this for no good reason and claimed I was just visiting. They asked for proof of a return ticket and while I aimlessly scrolled my phone for a non-existent ticket they eventually rolled their eyes and let me through.  When I crossed the Ukrainian border on a hot and overcrowded bus I expected a similar line of questioning from the Ukrainian border guards, but they did not speak English and did not seem to care who I was or what I was doing in their country. They just stamped my passport and waved me on.

The passengers were overwhelmingly women, as Ukrainian martial law forbids men aged 18-60 from leaving the country in order to prevent them fleeing conscription. Therefore, any Ukrainian man in this age range who enters the country will not be leaving again anytime soon, with very few exceptions. The most common way people get around this is by having dual citizenship. Ukrainian law does not technically allow dual citizenship, but the government has no way of checking if a citizen has a passport from another country, and they can just show that at the border, pretending to be a foreigner. The second most common way around this is paying a bribe, which can be quite costly, especially by the standards of one of the poorest states in Europe by GDP per capita.

When I arrived in Ukraine, the first city I came to was Lviv, which holds a special place in my heart to this day. It’s the largest city in western Ukraine and a big tourist hub. Its ornate, often Polish and Austro-Hungarian architecture and charming cobblestone streets give it the classic “Old Europe” aesthetic, especially in the old town, which unlike many other Ukrainian cities survived WWII nearly unscathed.

It may be jarring for the reader to see me jump from preparing for war to writing a tourist guide, but it was also a surprise to me. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this relative tranquility. Foreign media naturally mostly focuses on the destruction of the war, but just like in WW2, some areas are nearly unscathed. When I got off the bus in late spring of 2022 I quickly felt silly for bringing my MREs when I realized I could just eat at a fancy restaurant.

This is not to say that even Lviv was or is untouched by the war. First of all, it does occasionally get bombed. I promise, this sounds scarier than it is if you’ve never spent time in a city that occasionally gets bombed. Air raid sirens will regularly blare, but no one pays them much heed. Kids keep playing, hipsters keep sipping their lattes. Once in a while the sirens will be accompanied by a faint boom in the distance. It sounds a bit like thunder. Everyone keeps walking. Later you might see a damaged building, or hear the whine of an ambulance, but Ukraine’s modern air defense means that there are no Russian planes flattening grid squares, only missiles and suicide drones that slip through. In a city of hundreds of thousands, a few might die from bombing, but life goes on.

More relevant to daily life however are the curfew and checkpoints. Curfew, or as the Ukrainians call it “Commandant’s hours” lasts from midnight until 5AM in the safe cities, and begins earlier closer to the front. The last businesses close an hour or so before curfew, which generally means no checking into hotels late at night. Ukrainian “nightlife”  too is confined mostly to secret places, although it is legal and sometimes possible to pay the owner of a small bar to stay in it all night serving a private party.

Checkpoints or “Blockposts” are not so common as to be a traffic nuisance, but are definitely a noticeable feature of even western and central Ukrainian roads. They are manned by a combination of police and soldiers, who will usually just wave all cars through one by one, or even stand on the side of the road smoking while cars go through unabated. Sometimes, they will stop the cars one by one and ask to see the driver’s documents, which for Ukrainian citizens refers primarily to a digital version of your passport accessed through an app on your phone.

In the beginning of the war and in certain areas closer to the front even today, these checkpoints were somewhat more serious amid the heightened concern of sabotage. Now however, they are primarily used to randomly check eligible Ukrainian men against the database of those wanted as draft dodgers. Curfew is also used as a tool of conscription, and eligible male violators are often drafted as a punishment for its violation.

Conscription has certainly intensified since 2022. At the outbreak of the full scale invasion, the army was overwhelmed with volunteers. Recruitment offices were in fact turning men away because they lacked the capacity to train and equip them all. When Ukraine achieved its greatest battlefield successes in Kharkiv and Kherson in the fall of 2022, they actually outnumbered the Russians in many places.

The war upwelling of war enthusiasm that created this surge of volunteers was on full display when I arrived. Europeans sometimes make fun of Americans for the ubiquity of our national flag on city streets, but since the war Ukrainian flags are even more omnipresent. It seemed every third billboard was either a recruitment advertisement or a general statement of praise for the military and faith in victory. If that sounds almost Orwellian, remember, Ukrainians in general are not cynical about this, but sincerely believe and support it in a way that may be hard for Americans of my generation or younger to imagine. The billboards are accompanied by printed posters, often produced by private organizations or groups supporting the war effort, and a load of street art and graffiti with the same basic message.
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In the summer of 2022 you could find shrewd businessmen in market squares charging passersby for the chance to shoot pictures of Putin with a pellet gun shaped like an AK-74. College aged volunteers and grandmas alike gathered at volunteer centers to knit camouflage nets used to cover Ukrainian vehicles and positions. Uniformed soldiers were often treated to free coffee and snacks by local cafes. When passing civilians on the street they would often be greeted with the now famous salute “Glory to Ukraine”. This phrase “Slava Ukraini”  is in fact the first line of a longer call and response salute:

A: “Glory to Ukraine!”

B: (often multiple people): “Glory to [her] heroes!”

A: “Glory to the nation!”

B: “Death to the enemies!”

A: “Ukraine!”

B: “Above all!”

This salute dates back to the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, which during WWII and several years afterward fought a very bloody guerilla campaign in western Ukraine, which pitted them in a 4-way struggle against Germany, the Soviet Union and the Polish resistance. They are closely associated with an older variant of the Ukrainian flag, which rather than blue and yellow uses the colors black and red: black for the soil of Ukraine and red for the blood of its defenders. Or, as one of their folk songs alternatively posits: “Red for true love and black for the bottom of Hell”.

The Ukrainian Insurgent Army has historically had a very controversial legacy even in Ukraine, being accused of pogroms and ethnic cleansing during its war. Consequently, before the 21st century Russo-Ukrainian War their legacy and symbolism was much marginal in Ukrainian society. Certain elements have always glorified them, but especially older generations often chafed at the harsh and militant repudiation of the Soviet past. This touches on the very core of the conflict: the question of Ukrainian national identity.

When the Soviet Union fell, some of its constituent republics essentially ran as fast as they could in the other direction screaming “We’re free!” at the top of their lungs. These famously included the Baltic republics, which had only joined the union at bayonet point in the 1930s and in fact precipitated the crisis which ultimately led to the Soviet Collapse with their “Singing Revolution” as soon as they smelled blood in the water in the late 1980s. In Russia meanwhile, people were much more reluctant to see the USSR go, and the older generations especially still generally have a positive opinion of it today.

Somewhere between these two was Ukraine. It did have a series of pro independence or quasi pro independence protests starting in 1989. Unlike Georgia or the Baltics though, it did not boycott the 1991 referendum on the “New Union” treaty, which would have created a potentially “less communist” successor to the USSR. Instead, the Ukrainian SFSR ratified it with a high turnout, though it should be noted “independence” was not an option in the referendum.

When conservative communists attempted a coup to prevent the implementation of this “New Union” treaty, Ukrainian public opinion shifted strongly towards independence, and every region of Ukraine (Including Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk) voted for it in an independence referendum later that year. Nevertheless, there was a notable regional gradient in the prevalence of Ukrainian Nationalism as expressed in the prevalence of anti-soviet protests, votes against the “New Union” and votes in favor of independence. All of these were most prevalent in Western Ukraine for the same reason the Ukrainian Insurgent Army had its stronghold there in the 40s. Western Ukraine was never part of the Russian Empire. Like the Baltics it was only conquered in the Soviet Era, and so did not have time to undergo the Russification the rest of Ukraine was subject to.

In 2022, a furious backlash against Russia swept over the entire country, but in Lviv, where the question of whether Ukrainians are fundamentally a subset of Russians was never much of a question, its intensity was positively electric. Everywhere I went and whoever I talked to there was a palpable sense that we were all engaged in a common struggle, all on the same team. People were nicer and more helpful to strangers than they otherwise may have been. The atmosphere was almost like a much more vivid and intense version of a big team sporting event. When I read about the excitement at the beginning of WWI, I can understand it much better now.

I was overwhelmed and intoxicated with this environment, and wanted more than ever to make myself useful to the war effort. The Legion had still not gotten back to me, and since the infamous Russian strike on their recruitment center in Yavoriv they had become more secretive. Many would be legionnaires had been killed in that attack on the nascent unit, and I later learned that many more had immediately gone home. Unsure what to do next, I joined a Facebook group for foreign volunteers in the country, and quickly found myself inside of a very odd and eclectic network.

Through the Facebook group I made contact with a fellow American, the founder of an impromptu organization based in Lviv. He had dropped everything and came to Ukraine without any clear plan like me, but a few months earlier at the very start of the invasion. After a brief conversation he agreed to help me make myself useful while I figured out how to join the military. When we met in Lviv almost the first thing he said to me was “What took you so long to come here?”.

The organization he brought me to was technically an NGO in the sense that they had certain official documents with certain official stamps that conveyed certain official status. To the reader familiar with the broader international ecosystem of “NGO world” however, this is probably a highly misleading characterization. In safe cities like Lviv, it wasn’t hard to find the standard western “Official” types, who were usually getting paid to work for well established (often UN adjacent) humanitarian organizations like the Red Cross, World Central Kitchen etc. What I first fell into was not that. At the beginning of the invasion various organs of the Ukrainian government greatly streamlined the process of obtaining gradients of “official NGO status” in order to accomodate the flood of foreign support.

This was not a bad idea. Foreigners from all over the broader West flocked to Ukraine, not only to fight but to help any way they could. Many brought with them useful experience and background knowledge. Often they raised funds to donate important supplies from their personal communities and networks to great effect. But this also meant that very quickly Ukraine was overrun with small and usually well intentioned but often very disorganized “NGOs”. These organizations often overlapped or had dealings with their more professional counterparts. They performed many useful tasks including assembling first aid kits, driving supplies close to the front and clearing away rubble in liberated areas.

These groups were often staffed by volunteers who did not have backgrounds in related fields. Couch surfing world travelers, waiters, misfits and nomads. One guy I met had spent years working in a traveling circus. Even though areas of Ukraine far from the front really weren’t very objectively dangerous, the world’s perception of Ukraine as one giant Bakhmut meant that there was quite a selection effect for the type of person who would end up there. A lot of people were running from something. A lot of people had problems back home. Messy divorce, death of a child, terminal disease, previous suicide attempts, mental illness, PTSD, legal issues, substance abuse issues. I saw all of these things that I listed in multiple people.

There were also a lot of retired cops and soldiers trying to put a sense of purpose and danger back in their lives. Local Ukrainian military administration would give them pieces of paper that said they were special and could stay out past curfew. Grateful civilians treated them like the Beatles. Naturally this would often go to people's heads. Everyone wants to feel important, and I noticed a negative correlation between how much people were actually doing for the war effort and how much politicking and rent seeking they engaged in with “official status”.

One funny flavor this came in was delusions about their own value as targets. More than one western volunteer believed they were being surveilled by Russian intelligence assets, as though such assets didn’t have much bigger fish to fry. In one particular case a group of volunteers on a mission to deliver supplies to a rear area in Donbas abandoned their vehicle in the middle of the road when an (almost certainly Ukrainian) fighter jet flew overhead. They believed not only that it was a Russian plane on a bombing run but that the Russians knew of their 4 man strong “NGO” and were specifically targeting their van full of canned vegetables and disposable diapers.

More often though, it just took the form of internal power struggles and intrigue over control of groups themselves. Conspiracy minded Pro-Russian interlocutors often like to insinuate that there is deep corruption in these kinds of groups involving substantial monetary value, but the sad reality is that this kind of intrigue was primarily about pedestrian personality clashes between people who were somewhat worse adjusted than average.

Another interesting angle to these “Amatuer NGOs” is that they were often adjacent to military or paramilitary activities in a way that bureaucratic professionals would shy away from. Many foreigners with military or law enforcement backgrounds are proficient in TCCC, which is the most basic level of field care for trauma, revolving around using simple tools like tourniquets and chest seals to keep someone alive until they can get to doctors or more qualified medics. The commanders of under supplied and shorthanded Ukrainian units often invited these foreign organizations to train their newly recruited or mobilized soldiers in these skills.

The particular organization that I initially worked with also functioned very effectively as a kind of halfway house for foreign fighters entering the country and looking for a unit to join, while simultaneously putting up refugees who were fleeing the eastern part of Ukraine.

The foreign fighters who passed through came in all shapes and sizes like the civilian volunteers, but their overall vibe was a bit different. Naturally there was less “save the whales” and more “I want to shoot people”. All of the negative tendencies I mentioned were if anything a bit worse than among the civilian volunteers, but at least they didn’t have to exaggerate to tell a good war story. There was less overlap with the bureaucratic professional NGO types among them.
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The post invasion foreign community in Ukraine is pretty small, and everyone knows someone who knows someone. I fell in with the others of the military crowd, and soon I found my way to the Legion.

War Stories
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“This is not like Iraq” the Ukrainian recruiting officer soberly told me with a thick accent. “You have 50% chance of dying.” That wasn’t actually true, but it was a lot closer to being true than almost anything you can voluntarily sign up for in an organized way. I decided it was worth it.

It wasn’t long before I was shivering in a trench, ducking slightly at the occasional whistle of artillery. Intermittently I scanned the pitch blackness in front of our position with my team’s shared thermal optic. Still nothing. That was good. This was the zero line, meaning there were no friendly positions in front of us. The Russians were about 400 meters away, dug into the treeline on the other side of a field. Ukraine is very flat, especially in the South and East. A lot of the battlefields consist of a farmers field as the no man’s land, with the trench lines being dug into the wooded borders that separate the fields. Trees make it harder for recon drones to see what you are doing.

If you stand up out of the trench during the daytime, the enemy may be able to see you and take a shot, if they are paying attention. It's not easy to see someone, let alone hit them with a rifle at that distance unless you have a good optic. With a machine gun it's easier to hit, but no easier to see.

That didn’t stop both our side and the Russians from occasionally opening up with both rifle and machine gun fire. Did they see something? Was there an attack we couldn’t see? Maybe, but quickly we learned that more often than not people were just shooting out of boredom. One side would start firing over the top of the trench, then the other side would respond, and it would go on like that for a few minutes back and forth until everyone stopped, usually without hitting anything.
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Our team leader was a salty infantryman, an American like me. He told us to be smart and not shoot unless there was a real reason to shoot. This was especially important with the machine gun, which we kept in a fixed position with a camouflage tarp over the top of it to keep it dry in the rain. Every time we fired it, we risked giving away its position. Once however, with my team leader’s permission, I fired an old soviet grenade launcher randomly in the enemy’s direction for funsies.
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During the day we mostly just stood there, leaning against the walls of the trench. Periodically we would improve certain areas of the trench by digging with our collapsible shovels. The joke was that we were playing Minecraft IRL. “Watch out for the creeper!”.

The Ukrainian units we encountered were pretty curious about us. Many initially had the idea that we were the American, British, or some other western army, and were vaguely disappointed to learn that we were Ukrainian soldiers of foreign extraction. Once a soldier who spoke English insisted on playing his favorite American rock song “enter sandman” for us on his phone during an uneventful fire fight. “The Pidors [Russians; literally homosexuals] are scared of Kraken [A Ukrainian unit known for nationalist politics], but they are REALLY scared of you!” I’m not sure how he would know that, but it made our day.

It's hard to blame the Ukrainians for being confused about us, because it is pretty confusing. First of all there are actually two completely separate military units called the International Legion, each under completely separate commands. This is for reasons I will not discuss. The basic structure of the legion that I served in was the team, which was more or less an equivalent of the infantry squad in US army doctrine. Teams generally had about 5-10 men and were led by a team leader, who would himself be a foreigner. Compared to a US Army infantry squad, teams had a huge degree of autonomy, especially in the early days of the Legion. They could pretty much attach themselves to any Ukrainian unit that would have them and do whatever they wanted, which is very common in action movies but is basically unheard of in modern militaries, and for good reason.

By the time I joined, this system was already on its way out the door. The Legion was reorganized into a system of Squadrons, each composed of several teams. Each Squadron had a commander and deputy commander who were both commissioned officers of Ukrainian citizenship. Although this has since legally changed, at the time foreigners could not serve as officers in the Ukrainian military. He was assisted by the senior enlisted man in the unit, traditionally a foreigner.

Despite this reform, teams maintained a very unusual structure with a high degree of autonomy throughout my time in service. First of all, rather than being appointed from above, team leaders were chosen by their own teams through democratic consensus. Although this had its problems, at a small scale it wasn’t as problematic as you might think. Soldiers know their lives are on the line; they want to be led capably, and they generally know who among them is going to be the best choice. Often it's the man with the most experience.

Secondly, teams could hire and fire people at their own discretion. Rather than being assigned to a team, newly recruited legionnaires would have to find a team that wanted them, lest they be left to rot in the barracks in Kyiv. Individual teams often had their own sources of funding, their own social media, and their own shared equipment, to include night vision and vehicles used on the front line. Teams normally lived together in the same houses and apartments, both when deployed and on leave. Normally they split the rent among themselves. Rather than being called Alpha, Bravo Charlie, or One Two and Three, teams could even name themselves, and that is what everyone, including the Ukrainian officers, would call them.
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In stark contrast to the French Foreign Legion, teams in the Ukrainian International Legion would often form around ethnolinguistic lines. Ukraine was not trying to assimilate us and teach us all Ukrainian, she just needed more soldiers, and fast. Latin Americans, Chechens, Belarusians and even Quebecois all often formed teams where they spoke their own languages internally.

There were sometimes cases of violence both between and within teams. One inter-team incident coming from a dispute during a squadron wide training exercise resulted in a huge brawl, with order only being restored by a Ukrainian officer firing his pistol into the air. Smaller scale rivalries and incidents were not uncommon. This whole experience made me think about the concept of the “gang” as a natural grouping of men, and the extent to which further military development has been based on adjustments to this naturally occurring phenomenon.

When the weather was nice, life in a trench wasn’t too bad. You could sit on the ground in some places without getting too wet. We had a few loose tree stumps in certain parts of the trench, one side of which we were careful to keep clean, so as to have somewhere nice to sit when it got muddy. Mud is unpleasant. In the fall it's very cold, and it sticks to everything.

There were a few little holes in the sides of the trench with blankets to cover the entrances where we slept two to a hole. Making sure mud didn’t get in there was one of the impossible tasks which preoccupied our minds the most while on position. My “hole mate”, a Canadian former construction worker, devised a system where we would use a corner of the hole to store our muddy boots when we had the luxury of taking them off, and wrap our clean feet in trash bags. It sort of worked.

We listened to audio books. We had our cellphones, but they had to be on airplane mode, and even if they weren’t they probably wouldn’t have worked because most nearby towers were damaged or destroyed. I liked to play minesweeper on my phone.

The first night we were in that position I had to poop, so under cover of darkness I crawled out of the trench into the field behind us on the side facing away from the enemy, did the deed, wiped with baby wipes and crawled back. Later we talked to some Ukrainian soldiers in the position next to us and they showed us a not-quite-deep-enough hole which served as a toilet.

Even when it wasn’t raining there was a certain puddle between the machine gun and my hole which became a permanent fixture of the trench because the water had nowhere to drain. It was a wonder there were no fish in it. It was very important not to step in this puddle, so I memorized where it started even in the pitch black, light pollution free nights. When it was coming up, I would brace myself against the walls of the trench and shuffle forward with my feet as far apart as I could. It sort of worked.

Once it was raining during the day, our tarp had fallen down and morale was low as we were getting wet and would have to be on position for another 2 days. One of my friends, a Greek who once told me he had considered joining ISIS “for the aesthetic” had enough and asked me to hold the other end of the tarp steady while he fixed it. This was dangerous as it required climbing out of the trench. No sooner had he triumphantly tied the knot than a shot rang out and we heard a little “woosh”. This is the sound bullets make when they pass close to the hearer. My friend sprawled quickly back into the trench, and there were no further shots.

Bullets were one thing. As long as we stayed in the trench, we learned we were comparatively safe. Once, after minutes of a protracted back and forth shooting at nothing session, a friend spontaneously cried “CONTACT! CONTACT” in a shriek of mock panic. This was a hilarious parody, and everyone laughed appropriately. Artillery and mortars were bigger threats. Few of my squadron were ever killed or wounded by bullets, but many by shrapnel. When the rounds would start landing close it was best to crouch down in the trench.

More serious still were FPVs, or suicide drones. I remember crouching down in the trench to the whine of propellers while I contemplated what the instant of death would feel like if I were hit. Would it really feel like nothing? Would it be hot?

When I was serving on the front, anti drone guns were quite rare, as I believe they still are today. But many positions would have a shotgun loaded with birdshot on hand. Today I understand FPVs are even more prolific, and fiber FPVs, which are immune to all jamming, are especially pernicious. I believe they represent a turning point in conventional warfare. I know many foreign fighters who came to the war as riflemen, and today serve as FPV pilots. If the US military industrial complex fails to adapt such absurdly cost effective weapons I believe it does so at its own great peril. Destroying a tank for a few hundred dollars is a great deal.

Pictures of Trench warfare from WWI often show trench systems which are in many ways considerably more elaborate than what you will find in a typical Ukrainian battlefield. You also will notice they seem to accommodate dozens and hundreds of men at a time, all in fairly compact spaces. This is very much not the case in the Russo-Ukrainian war. A single position, perhaps 20-50 meters of trenchline, might be defended by 4 or 5 or infantrymen. This is mostly because of drones. Recon drones will see you coming many kilometers before you arrive. It is almost impossible to mass forces in secret, which is part of why forward progress in this war is so difficult. Russia and Ukraine are playing with the fog of war turned off, so to speak. Any time too many people gather in too dense of an area, they become a very tempting target for artillery, mortars, glide bombs, and FPV drones.

My unit was lucky in that we were afforded the luxury of frequent rotations off of positions. Usually it was a cycle of something like 2-3 days followed by 2-3 days off, depending on the circumstances. However, because of this “No fog of war” thing, infiltration and exfiltration of zero line positions were the most consistently dangerous part of the job. First of all, you can only even think of doing it at night. Even when soldiers were wounded, they generally had to stay where they were until at least nightfall. Night meant only higher end drones with thermal cameras could fly.

A typical rotation would go something like this: the team is hanging out in their shared house, rented for cheap from a Ukrainian landlord a few towns away from the frontline. Their team leader gets a message from the squadron commander that at night they will be taking up positions, probably to relieve another team. They choose who will go on this rotation, because often teams have more people than you’d want going in at once. Sometimes they take turns, sometimes the team leader picks who he wants to go. We even rolled dice once to decide while laughing and screaming “oh baby” like it was Vegas.

They spend the rest of the day getting ready: loading magazines, cleaning weapons, packing food etc. In the evening they drive to the Tactical Operations Center (TOC), which would generally be a basement in the last Ukrainian held city before the front in a particular area. The TOC is where the squadron commander, the deputy commander, and the senior enlisted foreigner would hang out and oversee operations. Sometimes if we had time we would stop at a gas station to get hot dogs to eat in the trench.

The soldiers would hang out in the TOC for a bit drinking energy drinks and getting hyped up while the team leader talks to the squadron commander and gets the details of exactly where they are going and what they are doing. By this point it should be getting dark. The team leader then briefs his team, they make any final preparations, and climb into an armored vehicle which will take them to within a few kilometers of the position. It can’t get any closer because armored vehicles are tempting targets. After a very bumpy ride, the driver abruptly stops, yells in Russian for everyone to get out and immediately turns around and speeds away without headlights.

The team spreads out and walks the rest of the way to the position, following the person in front. Hopefully they don’t fall down too much in the dark or get spotted by any drones. They make contact with whoever they are relieving, get some situational awareness from them and settle in for a few days of getting bombed in a hole.

Takeaways

Every time I prepared to do this I was scared and every time I came back from doing this I felt very glad to be alive. I don’t do this anymore and I probably never will again, but I am very glad that I did. I don’t personally hate the Russians the way most Ukrainians do, but I also genuinely do not feel bad about the people that I’ve killed. That was mostly through correcting mortars, which is another story too long for this post. Maybe I would feel differently if I had stabbed them or something, but I honestly doubt it.

I think our modern culture has built a very strong taboo around certain parts of the human experience, and I understand there are valid reasons for that taboo, but I can’t help but roll my eyes a little bit at the idea that there is nothing cool or ennobling about war. Really, nothing? Have you ever felt the rush of seeing an enemy tank destroyed? There is and I won’t pretend there isn’t.

Does that mean war is good per se? I can’t go that far, because I’ve also seen some really horrible stuff in Ukraine which happened to regular people going about their daily lives, who unlike me did not choose it and would do anything to not be living in a war right now.

But I also think we should be hesitant to dismiss the much more mixed view of violence which has traditionally been held by almost every society before WWI. The concept of honor, of which suffering and the risk of bodily harm and even death are active ingredients, is a powerful human instinct which cannot be hand waved away.

Before my experiences in Ukraine I used to desperately feel like I had to do something, without even necessarily knowing what it was. I think a lot of young men feel this way, and have felt this way since prehistory. For most of human history war has been a powerful answer to that longing. From ancient indo-european tradition we have the concept of the Koryos, a group of young unmarried men who would spend some time living outside of normal society, raiding rival tribes and living by violence. After this period, those who survived would return to their people and be fully integrated into society.

I’ve already briefly discussed how drones are changing war right now, and I think AI has the chance to make an even bigger impact. I have no idea what that will entail, but If we do end up being outright wiped out, or end up as the equivalent of zoo animals with no agency for the rest of time, I will feel slightly better knowing I was part of something real and dangerous before that happened.

Once, a few days before we were to return to the front, I snorted ecstasy with a comrade in a Kyiv strip club. “If we die” I told him, “we’re going to come back as flowers.”. “Yep.” he nodded in solemn agreement.

None of my comrades were mercenaries in the sense that they did it for the money. The pay was pretty bad by western standards. Some of  them had very high minded ideas about defending western civilization, fighting imperialism, etc. Others really did not care, and just wanted a chance to be part of a modern day Koryos. Some are still in the Koryos, fighting to this day. Others have left and integrated or reintegrated into society. Still others have now come back as flowers. I will remember them for the rest of my life.

[image: ]

10/10, would recommend.




The Sermon on the Mount

By J.K.

If you wanted to argue that the Sermon on the Mount is the most influential public speech of all time, the least compelling version of that argument would be to point out that Christianity is still around in [current year].

After all, it's not hard to imagine a counterfactual world in which Matthew, one of the four gospels telling the tale of Jesus's ministry, was lost to history: I think Christians and non-Christians alike would agree that Jesus's message was not so fragile that having only Mark, Luke, and John in the Christian canon would have prevented his teachings from spreading far and wide.

However, there is one unmistakeable way in which the Sermon on the Mount specifically has left its fingerprints all over modern culture.

The biggest influences on culture aren't the ones that we debate, but the ones that have reached such a deep layer of root access that you don't even realize their presence. The most powerful influences are often invisible, and on that metric, the Sermon on the Mount is unbeatable.

Consider how many times you've heard people use the following idioms and aphorisms without consciously realizing that they're quoting Jesus:


	Turn the other cheek

	Go the extra mile

	Salt of the earth (describing a person who is humble, dependable, and honest)

	Judge not, lest ye be judged

	(Don't throw your) pearls before swine

	(Beware of) wolves in sheep's clothing



And that’s without even touching the obviously-Christian material: “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.” “Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven.” “You are the light of the world.” “You cannot serve both God and money.” And, of course, the Our Father In Heaven…, which has been recited aloud by millions every day for nearly two millennia: “Give us this day our daily bread.” “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” “Lead us not into temptation.”

Like fish who don't know what water is, we swim in culture that is downstream of Jesus of Nazareth.

But idioms have half-lives. A phrase that once carried sharp moral force becomes trite through repetition. Over time, their edges get worn off, and their meanings are softened or lost – and in some cases, when we lose the original context, an idiom's meaning can be completely reversed

For an example, there's an old aphorism, "blood is thicker than water," that most read as a cliche about family loyalty: you should care for your own blood above all else.  But some Christians present a different interpretation of the phrase, stating that the original aphorism can be more fully stated as "the blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb" – that is to say, your brothers and sisters in Christ (who Jesus bled and died for) are closer to being your "true family" than your biological siblings.  According to this Christian reading, "blood is thicker than water" isn't a statement about the importance of favoring your genetic kin over outsiders; it's literally the opposite!

(Ironically, this story about the changing mean of "blood vs water" is apparently a modern invention, with the Christian "covenant" version regarded by many scholars as a later interpretive backformation.  So, perhaps the object-level lesson is, "beware of creative interpretations that seem a little too galaxy-brained."  But I think this actually makes this example even more effective as an object lesson in how the meaning of idioms can be twisted by changing context because it makes this point on both a content level and a meta level.)

So, in the same spirit, let's re-examine the idioms of Jesus's sermon and try to understand them in the context that his first-century Judean contemporaries would have, starting with one of the most famous:

Turn the other cheek

"Turn the other cheek" doesn't feel like a novel insight in 2025, but considered in the historical context of 1st century Judea under Roman occupation, his teaching was actually quite transgressive.

Scott Alexander, in Early Christian Strategy, describes the early Church as deploying what he calls “COOPERATE-BOT,” a maximally-altruistic prisoner's dilemma strategy that somehow emerged victorious even in a world of defectors. In game theory terms, this is supposed to be a losing strategy. But somehow, it won.

At first glance, “turn the other cheek” sounds exactly like the kind of advice you’d give a COOPERATE-BOT: don’t retaliate, don’t resist, just keep absorbing blows. Jesus even sets it up as a contrast with an earlier ethic that is closer to a TIT-FOR-TAT-BOT:


You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also.

And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well.  If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.



The most surface-level interpretation of this verse is that Christians should not only allow themselves to get slapped without retaliation, but participate in their own abuse by presenting the other cheek to get slapped, handing over two garments when they've been sued for a single garment, and going two miles when they've been forced to walk one mile.

But this reductive game theory analysis reduces the choice to a binary: either you resist evil with violence, or you submit to it in silence. Jesus proposes a third thing.

And, as Christian writers like Walter Wink, Glen Stassen, and R.C. Sproul point out, Jesus is very precise about the mechanics. He doesn’t just say “if someone hits you, turn the other cheek.” He specifies:


If someone slaps you on the right cheek__, turn to them the other cheek also.



Why is it relevant that Jesus specifically mentions the right cheek?

In the cultural context of Roman-occupied Judea, this is significant because people used their right hand for nearly everything. (In an era before toilet paper and bathroom sinks, left-handed gestures were associated with uncleanness.) So if you’re facing someone and they strike your right cheek with their right hand, the only way for them to do it is with a backhanded slap.

This  is the kind of slap that Jesus was describing: backhanded slaps weren't meant to injure so much as they were meant to insult.  They were the domain of masters disciplining slaves, soldiers humiliating civilians, parents rebuking children, and husbands asserting dominance over women. The backhanded slap was not an attack between two people of equal social standing; it was a gesture of status and social dominance; to strike a person with the back of the hand was to assert that they were "lesser."

Now, let us imagine that in the aftermath of such a slap, the victim turns the other cheek – their left cheek.  If the striker wished to hit the left cheek, he would instead have to use an open palm, or a fist: this was not the sort that a master would deliver to a slave, but the sort of blow that would be exchanged between equals. A punch was an act of violence: a master would not insult a slave by punching him.

So, Walter Wink argues, to "turn the other cheek" (specifically, the left cheek) was not an act of submission, but of defiance: "you may strike me, but I will not let you treat me as beneath you. If you wish to hit me again, go ahead and hit me as you would hit an equal." To "turn the other cheek" as Jesus instructed is to confront an oppressor and demand equal dignity and standing, challenging earthly hierarchy.

Note that Jesus here is still advocating non-violence. He doesn't advise responding to a slap with a counter-punch. But neither is it an act of submission. To "turn the other cheek" is neither fight nor flight, but a secret third thing, a cheeky form of resistance that challenges injustice without repaying violence with violence.

Jesus  expands on this in the next breath by giving other specific instructions that, if we study them, seem to send the same message:

Going the extra mile


If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.



To our modern ear, "go the extra mile" sounds like pure metaphor: "go above and beyond." Exceed expectations. It doesn't read as literal advice, because most of us don't live in a world where anyone would ever "force" us to "go with them" any distance, let alone a mile.

But in first-century societies living under Roman occupation, this was not a vague hypothetical: it was a matter of Roman legal policy.

Roman soldiers and officials had "angareia," the legal right to compel civilians to perform short-term labor, such as carrying supplies or equipment. Civilians (and their animals and carts) could be temporarily conscripted on a short-term, ad-hoc basis.  ("You there! Walk with me and carry my pack!")

Low-ranking Roman soldiers didn't have carte blanche to turn civilians into chattel slaves for the duration of an entire military campaign, however; the civilian would be expected, at most, to transport a soldier's gear or supplies for one mile before being allowed to leave.  (Roman lawmakers understood that you can only oppress a civilian population so much before it provokes violent rebellion, so they had a hard cap on this specific type of oppression.)

Roman soldiers found themselves walking the roads of the Roman empire quite frequently – in fact, one of the main purposes of the roads was to serve as a transportation network for Roman soldiers (and their supplies), which is why according to popular aphorism, "all roads lead to Rome."  In an era predating GPS and printed paper maps, travelers on the road could measure the distance they had traveled based on the presence of stone road markers, known as milestones.  There was a very clear line (in both the legal and literal sense) demarking how far a Roman soldier could force a civilian to walk.

Let's return to Jesus's words: "If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles."

Once again, our modern perspective might quickly lead us to the conclusion that this is an instruction for his followers to participate in their own abuse.  Roman soldiers could only compel civilians to go with them for one mile, so why go with them two miles?

Well, consider what it means for there to be a "one mile limit" for this type of Roman privilege.  The "one mile limit" is not a rule if it isn't enforced, so to ensure that low-level Roman footsoldiers never abused this privilege, the higher ranking officers in the military would have needed to punish footsoldiers who broke the rule and abused their privilege over civilians.

Let us now imagine how this might play out in practice: a 1st century Christian, following the teachings of Jesus, is voluntarily carrying the pack of a Roman soldier a second mile. (At this point, the've been walking for close to half an hour, which is quite awhile to walk in silence, so perhaps the Christian has been taking the opportunity to prosthelytize and share the good news of Jesus Christ, a hot new up-and-comer in the religious scene of 1st century Judea.)  They encounter a centurion:

Centurion: You there, soldier! How long has this civilian been carrying your gear?

Soldier: Two miles, sir.

Centurion: You forced him to walk more than one mile under the hot Middle Eastern sun? You know the rules!

Soldier: It wasn't my idea! He volunteered!

Centurion: A likely story.

Christian: It's true.  As implausible as it might sound, I voluntarily chose to carry his pack an extra mile. I'm part of a new religious movement that advocates doing this sort of thing.

At this point, regardless of what the Centurion actually believes from their account, it's hard to envision an outcome that doesn't end up with the footsoldier getting punished – and punishments for misbehaving Roman soldiers were not gentle.

Thus, let us consider what Jesus might have actually been getting at with this clever bit of advice to go the extra mile: Yes, the laws of the Roman Empire permit soldiers to oppress us. But here, we have the opportunity to perform a clever bit of judo: those same Roman laws can result in the soldier being the one who is punished by the full force of the law for engaging in this sort of involuntary civilian conscription.

Again, this is a non-violent approach: Jesus doesn’t say “resist the soldier.” He doesn’t say “attack him” or “flee from him” or “demand new laws.” He says: obey more than you’re asked, and let the system’s own rules choke on your compliance.

It also highlights the arbitrary nature of the rules: If forcing someone to walk two miles is unjust, why is one mile acceptable? What moral principle distinguishes the first mile from the second?

Finally, let us return to the last of Jesus's three instructions in the genre of "turning the other cheek" and "going the extra mile." While this line isn't as famously aphoristic, the rule of these demands that we address it as well:

"If anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well."

Death and tax collectors

As a child, I never fully understood why tax collectors were regarded as such a despised class in Jesus's time. In Matthew 9, the Pharisees are scandalized to find Jesus dining with “tax collectors and sinners.” See also Matthew 21, where Jesus condemns the religious elites saying: "Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you."

But much like the back-handed slap, and the military practice of short-term civilian conscription (angareia), debt was a tool of Roman oppression.

Rome demanded tribute from its provinces, but didn’t collect taxes directly. Instead, it subcontracted the job to local elites, like Herodian aristocrats, temple priests, and "tax farmers" who bid for the right to collect taxes in a given region on behalf of the empire. (The government would set a target amount of revenue for a province, private individuals and syndicates would pre-pay this for the right to collect taxes from the local population, and their profit is whatever they managed to keep beyond the required quota, a sort of "kleptocracy by design.")

In practice, Roman taxation functioned as a regressive wealth transfer mechanism. Small landowners often fell into debt. When they couldn’t pay, they were forced to sell their land – frequently to the same Roman-aligned elites who controlled tax collection. These estates were then rented back to the former owners, now reduced to tenant farmers, day laborers, or, in some cases, slaves.

As such, a 1st century Judean would only sell their land until they had been squeezed for literally everything else they had, including the clothes on their back: In ancient Judea, clothing was often used as a form of collateral in financial transactions.

In fact, this was such a common practice that we explicitly see it addressed in the book of Exodus, which is best known for giving us the Ten Commandments, but also includes more esoteric financial legal doctrine as it pertains to clothing as a form of collateral:


Exodus 22:26-27

If you take your neighbor’s cloak as a pledge, return it by sunset, because that cloak is the only covering your neighbor has. What else can they sleep in? When they cry out to me, I [God] will hear, for I am compassionate.



Similarly, Deuteronomy 24:13 exhorts creditors to "Return their cloak by sunset so that your neighbor may sleep in it."

The cloak (Greek: himation) in question was an outer garment that was often used as a blanket at night, hence the need to return it by sunset.  However, no such provision existed for the inner garment of the tunic (Greek: chiton)

Let's return to Jesus's words:


"If anyone would sue you and take your tunic [Greek: chiton, inner garment], let him have your cloak [Greek: himation] as well."



Once again, there is a shallow reading, which is that this is exhorting his followers to participate in their own abuse: if you are sued for one garment, give up two instead!

However, consider what would happen in the courtroom when a person gave up both their inner garment and outer garment: they would be fully naked. It would make a mockery of the whole affair: as you might imagine, nakedness was quite taboo at the time.

However, in this cultural context, the shame of nakedness fell less on the naked person and more on person viewing their nakedness, and in this case the person who caused the nakedness.  (See for example the story of Noah in Genesis 9, when one of his looked upon his naked sleeping father and was cursed, in contrast to his two other sons who covered their father's nakedness, going to great pains to walk backward when they carried the garment to ensure they wouldn't see his naked sleeping form.)

So, once again, Jesus has offered his followers a mechanism by which they can "flip the script" and challenge or shame their oppressors by "going the extra mile" to expose the injustice of the whole affair.  As Walter Wink puts it, "The creditor is revealed to be not a legitimate moneylender, but a party to the reduction of an entire social class to landlessness and destitution."

Blessed are the meek

The Sermon on the Mount has an entire section devoted to "the beatitudes," of the form "blessed are the X, for they shall Y."

Among the most famous of these is "blessed are the meek, they shall inherit the earth."

A shallow reading could take this as an endorsement of passivity. To modern ears, “meek” doesn’t sound like someone poised to inherit much of anything. "Meek," in modern parlance, is synonymous with "submissive" and "easily imposed upon."  "Meek" has an unfortunate phonetic similarity to “weak,” and the semantic gap isn’t much wider.

However, the word that is here translated as "meek" is the Greek "praus."  Elsewhere, Jesus uses the same word to describe himself: Matthew 11:29: "Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle [praus] and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls."

So, earlier in his teachings, Jesus is exhorting his followers to be "praus" just like him.  What does it mean to be praus?

Outside biblical teaching, "praus" was used to describe a warhorse that had been trained: strong enough to ride and charge into battle, but obedient enough to respond to a pull of the reins.

In the 4th century BC, Aristotle described a "praus" person as one who possesses the virtue of steady courage that is neither too reckless nor too cowardly.  (He contrasts this with Orgilotes, which was excessive in anger, and Aorgesia, having a deficiency of anger:)


…the middle disposition is praiseworthy, which leads us to be angry with the right people for the right things in the right manner

(Nicomachean Ethics IV)



In other words, Jesus's exhortation to be "meek" ("for [the meek] shall inherit the earth") is actually one that commands us to be "appropriately angry," and ready to courageously ride into battle if the situation calls for it.  This contrasts with our common understanding of the word "meek," but it makes sense that these sorts of people would inherit the earth: be strong, but more importantly, be a person who knows when it is appropriate to use that strength.

This theme is repeated in another of the beatitudes:

Blessed are the peacemakers


"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."



"Peacemaker" is, once again, a term that could (incorrectly) be read as a call to passivity. But to "make" peace is not passive.  To "make" anything in the world, peace included, is to act.  In the Greek, hoi eirēnopoioi were "peace builders" – not pacifists, but those who acted to create peace in the world.

I find myself thinking of a particular historical figure who called for "peace in our time," Neville Chamberlain.  Obviously, his non-interventionist approach toward Nazi Germany in World War II did not have the desired result of making peace.  The version of Britain that (aided by the other Allies) succeeded in bringing peace to Europe was the one that built bombers and deployed soldiers.

The "peacemakers" that Jesus tell us are "blessed" and "shall become sons of God" are not the appeasers; he is instead referring to the "peacemakers" as the ones who have the strength to fight, and the judgment to understand when it's time to fight.  (They are also the ones who, after the fighting is over, can enjoy the peace that they've created, because they don't fighting for its own sake.)

Peacemakers are not people-pleasers; they don't shy away from conflict and they don't try to avoid awkward or difficult conversation.  They often understand that true reconciliation and "peace" often lie on the other side of encounters that look a lot like "fighting," and that getting to healing often requires having the courage to confront conflict rather than avoiding it, even if it's more painful to face it in the short term.

Does this mean that Jesus was calling on his followers to do as Winston Churchill did, and confront violent oppressors with violent war?   Probably not – if Jesus had wanted to make a call to violence, there are lots of other terms he could have used, like Hoi phylakes (guards/defenders), Hoi polemistes (combatants/fighters), or Hoi niketai (conquerers/victors).

Instead, he blessed the hoi eirēnopoioi.  What did he mean by this?  In keeping with the common theme of the Sermon on the Mount, it seems to be a call to find the secret third path – not shirking away from conflict, nor charging into conflict violently, but achieving your goals through a morally courageous non-violent method.

The Lord's Prayer

At the center of the Sermon on the Mount is a short model prayer in prayer that we are all familiar with:


“This, then, is how you should pray:

Our Father in heaven,

hallowed be your name,

your kingdom come,

your will be done,

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts,

as we also have forgiven our debtors.

And lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from the evil one



(That's where Jesus's version ends.  There's a popular liturgical version that ends with "For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever and ever. Amen," as seen in the 1549 Book of Common Prayer compiled by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer.)

You might be familiar with a version that replaces "forgive us our debts" with "forgive us our trespasses," shifting the focus from financial stakes to more abstract moral stakes.  However, the original Greek clearly and explicitly refers to "opheilēmata," a financial economic obligation. Jesus was speaking into a context where debt (and debt peonage) was a tangible reality.

But among the most subversive lines in the prayer is one that might feel innocuous to modern ears:

"Your kingdom come."

To those living in first-century Roman-occupied Judea, the significance wouldn't have been missed; it's pretty easy to read this as a call for regime change.  The word translated here as "Kingdom" is Basileia, as in Basileia Romaion (Roman Empire).  The kingdom of God (basileia tou theou) would have stood in clear contrast to Caesar's Kingdom.

Jesus knew that he was speaking to a Judean audience that was familiar with the prophecies where God's might serves as a threat to (and replacement for) worldly power structures: like in Daniel 2:44: “In the time of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be destroyed, nor will it be left to another people. It will crush all those kingdoms and bring them to an end, but it will itself endure forever.

However, Jesus doesn't call for revolution in the usual sense.  Throughout the Sermon on the Mount, he has advocated for a non-violent approach.

The Secret Third Thing

In Early Christian Strategy, Scott wonders how early Christians played COOPERATE-BOT in a world of defectors and won. Why didn't they get wiped out like all the other saints and idealists and Quakers and utopians?

Maybe the answer is that they weren't playing COOPERATE-BOT, at least not in the way we model it in game theory tournaments.

The Sermon on the Mount isn't advocating for a position where you let people slap you, sue you, conscript you, crush you, and respond with unconditional love.  Understood in its original context, Jesus's sermon doesn't encourage submission to oppressors.  When someone slaps you on the right cheek, you don't cower; you force them to strike you as an equal.

It is nonviolent, to be sure.  But it's also subversive and cleverly destabilizing, engaging in a form of rebellion that doesn't trigger immediate suppression.  The meek will inherit the earth – but the meek, as it turns out, are warhorses under control.  The peacemakers will be called sons of God – but they are makers of peace, not appeasers of injustice.

There have been many revolutions throughout history.  What makes Jesus's approach interesting is that he not only was challenging the existing power structure; he was also offering something better, which is arguably the harder task.

Meet the new boss, not the same as the old boss

Across the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus consistently threads the needle between passive acquiescence and violent revolt. He doesn’t tell his followers to submit to oppression, but neither does he endorse seizing the levers of power and flipping them back in the other direction. He instead suggests a means by which they can change the world without becoming what they're fighting against.

Why the need for this subtle and subversive approach? Admittedly, armed rebellion against Rome probably would have been suicidal.  But the nonviolent approach has another virtue: it allows you to install a new status quo that isn't contingent on violence.  The Roman government ruled because "right makes right."  If you overthrow them with violence, you leave the operating logic of "might makes right" in place: the leadership changes, but the ethos doesn't.  Jesus here is not just suggesting a rejection of Roman leadership, but of the Roman way of doing things.

For most of human history up to that point, political life had been a game of musical thrones: different factions take turns seizing power, but the underlying rules don’t change from one century to the next. The strong dominate the weak, and the only question is which team gets to wear the boot.

Jesus isn’t interested in picking a better foot to wear the boot. He wants to burn the boot.


“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor’ and ‘Hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you… For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not the tax collectors also do the same? … Therefore you be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.



Like so many lines from the Sermon on the Mount, "Love your enemies and pray for them" has been repeated to the point of cliche, but it really is a subversive idea.

If your goal is to replace domination with dignity, you can’t rely on domination to get you there. Wearing the boot won't get you a new world; it leaves you trapped in the old world, with only a (temporary) change in stewardship. The badness of the boot is not contingent on who is wearing it.

In his posts about the early Christian church (Book Review: The Rise Of Christianity and The Early Christian Strategy), Scott gestures at the early Christian movement being the birth of liberalism, centuries before John Locke.  What Jesus describes in the Sermon on the Mount may not have all of the characteristics of what we now recognize as liberalism, but it can be seen as a sort of "proto-liberalism" that challenged existing illiberal norms.

Honor vs dignity, shame vs guilt

Social scientists offer us two helpful concept handles: "honor culture" and "dignity culture."

In honor cultures – like first-century Judea under Roman rule – your moral worth is largely reputational. Your "honor" depends on whether others see you as courageous, loyal, chaste, and so on. Honor is a kind of moral currency, and the ledger is held by the community.  Your honor can be lost, and so you may be called upon to "defend your honor" by responding to insults with violent retribution.

Dignity culture, by contrast, is built on the premise that every person possesses intrinsic moral worth, regardless of their social standing.  This, like many of the teachings of Jesus, practically feels like cliche: like fish unable to define "water," we often forget that we are swimming in dignity culture.

It is easiest to understand "dignity" by contrast, or defining dignity in terms of what it isn't: Dignity is not conferred by your tribe or forfeited by scandal or a failure to respond to insult.  Your dignity cannot be stripped by public disgrace. Dignity is not earned; it is assumed.

This vision, more familiar to liberal democracies than ancient empires, is close to what Jesus offers in the Sermon on the Mount.  It's what Jesus advocates in the "turn the other cheek" example, wherein a slave might defy their master with a gesture saying, "hit me as you would an equal."

Dignity stands in tension with honor because it detaches moral standing from community approval. You can possess "honor" for things you didn't choose, like being born into the right family: in certain cultures, you might have an "honorable surname."  You can also be disgraced for things that you didn't do, or things that are done to you.  For example, under "honor culture," you risk losing standing if you allow someone to insult you without retaliation. For an uglier example of how honor can be lost for things that are done to you, consider the fact that in the ancient world – and in some communities today – a woman who is raped may be seen as a source of dishonor to her family. In the worst cases, this type of honor culture leads to so-called "honor killings," where the victim is punished to restore the family name.

"Honor" is at the mercy of the community, but your dignity is God-given. It's personal and alienable, bestowed upon you by the creator through the act of creation: you're human. You have dignity.

This distinction maps neatly onto a related one: shame vs. guilt. Shame is imposed by the community, while guilt is felt internally.  If you sin privately, there's no way for others to shame you (since they don't know about it), but God still sees your sin, and you experience guilt.

Sometimes, these can even be directly in tension with each other, as "shame" may be conferred for things that are "bad" in some non-moral sense: for example, in certain cultures, a student who gets a poor score on his college entrance exams and fails to get into a good school might bring shame onto his family.  That same student, if he cheated on the exam to get a good score and get into a good university, would avoid the shame of being judged by the community, but even if no one caught him, he would feel the guilt of having broken the rules.

This is an idea that we tend to take for granted in many WEIRD (Western Educated Industrialized Rich Democratic) societies: you should endeavor to do the right thing.  And this isn't a decision you should make as part of a cost-benefit analysis where you weigh the costs of getting caught: you should do the right thing, even if no one will know.

This moral intuition, which we now often take for granted, is why (unsuccessful) attempted murder is seen as a worse offense than accidental manslaughter, even though the latter produces a worse outcome by actually taking a human life.

However, Jesus was challenging the moral intuitions of his audience when he taught that the condition of your heart is what matters, which is why he presented this argument in the form of several statements that are sometimes described as "the antitheses," of the format, "you have heard it said that…but I say to you…"

"You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment." …

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.

These verses could be seen as an advocation of "guilt culture" over "shame culture."  Sin is a matter between you and God: even sin that goes unseen by the community is still sin.

Likewise, the honor you have in the eyes of your community matters less than the inherent human dignity you have in the eyes of God.

Jesus was notably willing to spend time with the "dishonorable" members of society, like prostitutes and tax collectors, and in fact considered these dishonorable classes to be more esteemable than the religious authorities who most would regard as moral authorities, because the prostitutes and tax collectors were willing to repent of their sins and "get right with God" while the religious leaders weren't.

The Lord looks upon the heart

In describing how to treat the poor, Jesus's Sermon on the Mount offers the following instruction:


“Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.

“So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.



The final point generalizes: your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. The message is clear: your shame and honor, which are arbitrated by the community, do not matter.  What matters is what God sees.  Good press and good standing do not matter as much as doing the right thing.

The Sermon on the Mount proposes a new kind of moral logic. In replacing shame with guilt, and replacing honor with dignity, it takes morality out of the hands of worldly rulers, mobs, and status hierarchies, and places it where no earthly regime can reach.

This is either a profound comfort or a terrifying burden. If you're reviled by the crowd but right with God, you have nothing to fear. If you're celebrated by the crowd but corrupt in your soul, the applause means nothing.

Once you've truly internalized that your worth is not up for social negotiation, you become strangely difficult to manipulate. When you answer only to God, you can’t be extorted by threats to your honor or fear of shame. In a quiet and radical way, you become ungovernable by any worldly power. And might be the beginning of freedom.




The Sermon on the Mount

By F.

Whatever you think Jesus was, he was undoubtedly_important._

He started as one of many first century messiah claimants, preaching a radical message and gathering a following before being executed (which was the typical career path for first century messiah claimants). One hundred years after his death his followers were still preaching his message and had spread to every major city in the Roman Empire. Two hundred years after that a majority of the Empire claimed to be followers of Jesus. Eight hundred years later all of Europe was his. Today a little less than one out of every three people alive identifies as a follower of Jesus, and the number of Christians is only expected to grow over the next few decades.[1]

Jesus is particularly important due to his foundational influence on western culture. Europe lived, breathed, drank, and ate Jesus for a millenia and a half. The effect of that is easy for modern westerners to understate. Jesus makes up the background assumptions we are raised with, and like fish in water we are usually unaware of it. The historian Tom Holland wrote an entire book,Dominion, on the myriad ways that westerners, no matter their personal beliefs about Jesus, have fundamentally Christian assumptions. As he writes in the preface of his book:


To live in a Western country is to live in a society still utterly saturated by Christian concepts and assumptions…Two thousand years on from the birth of Christ, it does not require a belief that he rose from the dead to be stamped by the formidable—indeed the inescapable—influence of Christianity. Whether it be the conviction that the workings of conscience are the surest determinants of good law, or that Church and state exist as distinct entities, or that polygamy is unacceptable, its trace elements are to be found everywhere in the West.

…

The more years I spent immersed in the study of classical antiquity, the more alien I increasingly found it. The values of Leonidas, whose people had practised a peculiarly murderous form of eugenics and trained their young to kill uppity Untermenschen by night, were nothing that I recognized as my own; nor were those of Caesar, who was reported to have killed a million Gauls, and enslaved a million more. It was not just the extremes of callousness that unsettled me, but the complete lack of any sense that the poor or the weak might have the slightest intrinsic value. Why did I find this disturbing? Because, in my morals and ethics, I was not a Spartan or a Roman at all. That my belief in God had faded over the course of my teenage years did not mean that I had ceased to be Christian. For a millennium and more, the civilization into which I had been born was Christendom. Assumptions that I had grown up with—about how a society should properly be organized, and the principles that it should uphold—were not bred of classical antiquity, still less of ‘human nature’, but very distinctly of that civilisation’s Christian past.



With this in mind it behooves us to ask: what exactly were Jesus’s teachings anyway? Sure he said a lot of parables and supposedly did a lot of miracles, but what was his message? Did he write a manifesto? Did he have an elevator pitch? Did he ever host a TED talk that I can watch real quick and get the gist?

The closest we have to any of that is the Sermon on the Mount, a portion of the gospel of Matthew where, instead of throwing off cryptic parables or saying one liners while healing cripples as he is normally wont to do, Jesus stands up and gives a proper speech to a large audience. I believe that the Sermon on the Mount is a masterful work of rhetorical art. It is carefully crafted to deliver a message, and what Jesus teaches there includes a majority of the foundational concepts that Christianity would build upon for the next two thousand years. If you want to understand Jesus’s message and you don’t want to read all four gospels, or even one gospel, then this is the biggest bang for your buck. In this review I seek to unpack the Sermon, with a particular focus on helping a modern reader understand what it would have meant to the audience Jesus spoke to.

I say the audience Jesus spoke to, though of course we only know of the Sermon because Matthew (or whoever the true author was) wrote it down in his gospel. Even if we go with the earliest probable date that the gospel could have been written, that still gives us several years to several decades between Jesus actually giving the sermon (assuming he did) and Matthew writing it down. But whether the sermon is a word for word transcript or an invention of Matthew’s meant to encapsulate Jesus’s teaching, its importance is undiminished. The Sermon on the Mount, as we have it in the gospel of Matthew, has been hugely influential on history and on our culture whether Jesus actually said it or not. In this review I’m going to interpret the Sermon the way Matthew presented it: as if it was a real sermon given on a little hill to a crowd of thousands who had been following Jesus around the Sea of Galilee watching him heal people and cast out demons.

The text of the Sermon can be found in the book of Matthew, chapters five, six, and seven. I will not be going over every single line of the Sermon, and indeed have skipped a few sections here and there in order to focus on the parts I best understand.

The Beatitudes

One of the keys to an effective speech is starting with a good hook. You need something that will grab the audience’s attention. An element of mystery is helpful, something to pique their curiosity and get them wondering where you’re going with this.

The Sermon on the Mount begins with a series of statements known today as the Beatitudes: the “supremely blessed”. Let’s read them now, they’re not too long:


Blessed are the poor in spirit,

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn,

for they will be comforted.

Blessed are the meek,

for they will inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

for they will be filled.

Blessed are the merciful,

for they will be shown mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart,

for they will see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers,

for they will be called sons of God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,

for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”



To a modern audience, and particularly to those who grew up in the faith, the Beatitudes can be a bit confusing. Some of them are so straightforward that my mind tends to flow over them without taking notice, like “blessed are the peacemakers” or “blessed are the merciful.” Others are strange and confusing, like “blessed are the poor in spirit” or the most famous beatitude, “blessed are the meek”. The Beatitudes are never explained or referenced again. They just kind of happen. A modern Westerner reading them today will likely come away a bit confused why they’re there.

This is not how Jesus’s audience would have experienced them.

Picture it in your mind: Jesus is standing near the top of a tall hill, surrounded on all sides by an audience of thousands. Before this point in the gospel of Matthew Jesus has been traveling the countryside, healing the sick and preaching at synagogues. All the while he has been accumulating a crowd of followers; people who have come to see who this Jesus person they’ve all been hearing about is all about. What is he exactly? Is he another zealot, out to start a rebellion against the Roman occupation? Is he an orthodox rabbi teaching the old Law? Is he a radical teacher with a new message, one that goes against tradition? The people want to know. Suddenly Jesus starts talking: the crowd quiets down and strains to hear what he has to say.

And what they hear is_absolutely nuts_.

Two millennia of Christianity has softened the shock for modern readers. Even if you’ve never cracked open a Bible you’ve probably heard that “the meek shall inherit the Earth”. Even if you’ve never darkened the door of a Church you’ve probably gotten the impression from society that it’s good to be merciful. So it’s easy for us to miss how obviously backwards everything in the Beatitudes is.

He begins with what may be the weirdest one of all when translated into English, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” What does “poor in spirit” mean exactly? Lacking in spirit? Poor in your soul? The original Greek uses the word “ptochos” which means “one who is bent or folded”. At the time it was often used to refer to beggars, those who bend themselves down in the slums with their hands outstretched, a destitute man who slinks and crouches. A homeless, panhandling bum. Yet Jesus adds to “ptochos” the word “pneuma”, spirit, to make it clear that he’s not talking about the man’s economic condition. Whether rich or poor he’s referring to people who are “bums at heart” who rely on others: the dependent. Right from jump Jesus is saying something shocking and confusing: “Blessed are the cowering beggars, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”

Naturally this would have caught people’s attention. Blessed are…the moochers?They will get the Kingdom of Heaven (whatever that is)? What in the world is Jesus talking about?

Jesus does not stop to explain but continues on this baffling theme, line by line. Every person that Jesus calls blessed is united by a common trait: they’re all vulnerable. They’re all people you don’t want to be. Wretched, even. Yet he calls them blessed.

Seemingly to assure his audience that they had heard him correctly the first time Jesus next proclaims “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” As a boy in church that line didn’t seem odd to me–after all, won’t God wipe away every tear from our eyes in Heaven? But Jesus’s audience didn’t have that context. They didn’t have the Christian conception of the afterlife. To them the statement is just baffling: someone who mourns is pretty much the opposite of being blessed. A man loses his daughter, a son loses his mother, a sister loses his brother, and you call them blessed? What in God’s name do you mean by saying they’ll be comforted?! Someone they love is dead, and is never coming back! How will they be comforted?

It continues like this. Blessed are the_meek?_ They’ll inherit the Earth? How?! The meek don’t inherit, they get taken advantage of by the strong. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness? They’re not going to “be filled”, they’re going to run into cynical reality. How many times have we hungered for righteousness and found only corruption, greed, and power politics? Blessed are the merciful? If you show your enemies mercy they’ll just take advantage of you! They won’t show you mercy when they have the upper hand, you can count on that. Blessed are the pure of heart? They won’t see God, they’ll see how the world really is when it inevitably boots them upside the head. Blessed are the peacemakers? They won’t be called “sons of God”, they’ll be hated by everyone. Nobody respects cowards who compromise with the enemy instead of fighting, everyone knows that.

Each of the blessed get a different blessing, specific to them, except for the first and the last. They act as bookends, each of whom will receive “the Kingdom of Heaven.” This is done on purpose. The Kingdom is what Jesus is here to talk about, and it’s what he wants the crowd to focus on. The last of the blessed are those who are persecuted despite having done nothing wrong. They are explicitly victims, and unjustly victimized at that. They’re also the only ones who Jesus elaborates on.


Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.



How can this be? He explains:


Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven.



This is his transition from the attention getting intro into the sermon proper, and the start of one of the major throughlines of the sermon: reward in the Kingdom of Heaven as opposed to reward on Earth. Those who the world sees as wretched, God may see as blessed. Appearances are deceiving.

But what is the Kingdom of Heaven anyway?

The Kingdom of Heaven

Even if you only have the most cursory understanding of Christianity you likely know about Heaven. You die and go to Heaven or Hell. Heaven is the good place and Hell is the bad one. Easy peasy. As a concept, heaven and hell are pretty baked into our culture. So it's easy to gloss over the words “Kingdom of Heaven” and round them out to just “Heaven”. A celestial afterlife, with clouds and harps and what have you.

This would be a mistake! Jesus’s audience has no clear ideas about the afterlife, and Jesus makes no direct indication that the Kingdom of Heaven is something you go to when you die. Jewish ideas about the afterlife were mixed in Jesus’s time. The Pharisees believed that if you were good then when you died you would eventually be resurrected into a new body in a better world. The Essenes were a bit more Plato about the whole thing and believed that when you died your soul was freed from material concerns and good souls would find happiness with God. The Sadducees, who were the most prominent religious faction, taught that there was no afterlife at all.[2] This life is all you get, so follow the Law and God will bless you in it. Jesus could not have relied on his audience already having a consistent idea of “Heaven” as an afterlife. Instead Jesus is making a different point, one that will_later_ develop into the Christian concept of heaven.

The original Greek that is translated into “Kingdom of Heaven” is “basileia ouranos”. Basileia means an area, building, or institution that is ruled by a single central authority. It can be used to refer to an authority’s palace, the city where they rule from, or the entire realm they rule over. The commonality is the idea of rulership, that there is one man with authority over the basileia. The United States of America is not a basileia, as there is not one man who rules over it. North Korea is a basileia, as there is one man with authority over the entire realm. “Dictatorship of Heaven” has some bad connotations that do not exist in the original Greek, so “kingdom” is a decent translation of the idea.

Ouranos means the sky, and includes everything within it: the moon, the planets, the stars, etc. You could translate “basileia ouranos” as “Space Empire” if you wanted to, but it would also have misleading connotations. The “sky” doesn’t mean the same thing to you and me that it meant to the ancient Greeks. We think of it as a place full of physical objects: asteroids, stars, planets, comets, black holes, nebula, and hopefully space aliens. The Greeks, however, drew a sharp distinction between the sky and everything else. C. S. Lewis explains their mindset in his book_The Discarded Image_:


Aristotle, being interested both in biology and in astronomy, found himself faced with an obvious contrast. The characteristic of the world we men inhabit is incessant change by birth, growth, procreation, death, and decay. And within that world such experimental methods as had been achieved in his time could discover only an imperfect uniformity. Things happened in the same way not perfectly nor invariably but ‘on the whole’ or ‘for the most part’. But the world studied by astronomy seemed quite different. No Nova had yet been observed. So far as he could find out, the celestial bodies were permanent; they neither came into existence nor passed away. And the more you studied them, the more perfectly regular their movements seemed to be. Apparently, then, the universe was divided into two regions. The lower region of change and irregularity he called Nature. The upper he called Sky. But that very changeable phenomenon, the weather, made it clear that the realm of inconstant Nature extended some way above the surface of the Earth. ‘Sky’ must begin higher up. It seemed reasonable to suppose that regions which differed in every observable respect were also made of different stuff. Nature was made of the four elements, earth, water, fire, and air. Air then (and with air Nature, and with Nature inconstancy) must end before Sky began. Above the air, in true Sky, was a different substance, which he called aether. Thus ‘the aether encompasses the divine bodies, but immediately below the aethereal and divine nature comes that which is passible, mutable, perishable, and subject to death’.



“Ouranos” then refers to things not of this world: not part of “nature”, but a realm with different rules. A realm where things do not die, corrupt, decay, perish, or change. The Kingdom of Heaven, similarly, is defined by not following the rules of the kingdoms of the Earth. Jesus is preaching a new order, one radically different than what came before.

So how radical are we talking?

Fulfilling the Law


Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets. I have not come to abolish them, but to fulfill them. Truly I tell you until heaven and earth pass away not one letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will pass away from the Law until everything is accomplished.



This passage frightened me every time I ran across it.

Growing up in an evangelical Christian church, I was taught that New Testament superseded the Old, and that we were not required to follow the Law. That’s capital “L” law, as in the Law of Moses, the books of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, the prohibitions against shellfish and pork, the requirement for circumcision, the whole kosher kit and kaboodle. That was the old covenant, we were under a new covenant, so to speak. Whole books of the New Testament are dedicated to driving that point home.

And yet, I worried. What if we were wrong about that? What if the Messianic Jews are right? What if I’m going to Hell because I wasn’t circumcised and have a love of bacon?

It was this passage here that kept me worried. Jesus seems pretty explicitly clear here that he is not going to get rid of the Law at all. Quite the opposite! And no matter how many letters Paul wrote to the contrary, Jesus certainly outranks him.

I don’t tell you this in order to come to a conclusion on that question one way or another. I only bring it up because it was the completely wrong way to approach this passage. I was missing the point entirely.

When we read the Sermon on the Mount we read it with 2,000 years of intervening context. When I read it I already knew what was going to happen in the story, so to speak. The crucifixion, the resurrection, the ascension, Pentacost, the founding of the Church, the writing of the Gospels, all of that is in my mind as I read. But absolutely none of that was in the mind of Jesus’s audience as he stood on that hill preaching. They don’t know any of that is coming: and Jesus is talking to them, not to us. They are his audience, and he’s trying to communicate something to them. They are not concerned with the question of whether the resurrection of Jesus has created a new covenant that supersedes the old one. They have entirely different concerns on their mind.

One of their biggest concerns was almost certainly “Is this guy some kind of heretic?” Heretic is the wrong word, perhaps, as the word took on its context in a Christian world, but the denotation is right. Is this guy preaching some new thing, something that goes against the old traditions? Is he preaching a new message that abolishes the old Law? What kind of radical is he? Some perhaps were listening hoping the answer would be “Yes, I’m abolishing the Law, breaking with tradition, and starting something brand new and exciting.” Most were probably listening hoping the answer would be “No, I’m not here to rock the boat. My message is totally respectful of Moses and the profits and tradition.” What was this strange rabbi from the sticks, the holy man who casts out demons and heals the sick with a word and a touch, here to say?

Jesus’s answer is “Why not both?”

He makes it clear in no uncertain terms that he has the highest respect for the law. Not the least stroke of a pen will pass away!  But he finishes this reassuring intro with something a little strange:


For I tell you unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the keepers of the law, you will certainly not enter the Kingdom of Heaven.



And just as his audience is chewing that thought over (“Wait, the Pharisees aren’t keeping the Law good enough? Isn’t being crazy careful to keep the Law their whole deal? How can I compete with that?”) he pulls a judo flip on them and spends the rest of the speech preaching the Law in radically new way.

Sky-High Standards


You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, “Thou shall not murder, and he who murders will be subject to judgment.” Yet I say to you, he who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. He who says to his brother “Empty head!” will be answerable to the courts, and he who says to his brother “You fool!” will be in danger of the fires of Hell.



This section, called the Antitheses, consists of Jesus taking important pillars of the Law and extending them to points that are frankly unreasonable. Everyone in his audience, including ourselves 2,000 years later, thinks that a law against murdering people makes a lot of sense. Yep, you shouldn’t kill other people. Everybody knows that, even the gentiles! But who could possibly expect you not to get angry with people from time to time? Who hasn’t blown off some steam by verbally lambasting a jerk? I mean their feelings might get hurt, but it’s a far cry from murder.

Jesus’s message is “No, actually, it’s not.” Murder is an extreme act of anger, hatred, or contempt for a fellow human, but it is different from ordinary verbal abuse in degree only, not in kind. To kill your brother is an evil act, but so is hating your brother, and neither will fly in the Kingdom of Heaven. Jews, Romans, Persians, and Greeks may all agree that you shouldn’t murder someone but verbal contempt is fine, but the Kingdom of Heaven isn’t like the kingdoms of the Earth. It’s something radical. Something new. The citizens of that Kingdom do not hate their fellow citizens at all. When you screw something up they don’t chew you out and call you a jackass. They hold you by the shoulder and say “What’s up bro? Are you feeling alright? I notice you keep making mistakes, do you need some help?” It’s the kind of place where if someone sues you in court you talk it over with them over coffee before the trial even begins, and settle things without legal coercion or punishment.

Before his audience has time to process the impractical advice to always settle things out of court (“Wouldn’t that just encourage your enemies to harass you with more frivolous lawsuits?”) Jesus plows right into another “fulfillment” of the Law:


You have heard that it was said, “Thou shalt not commit adultery.” But I say to you, anyone who looks at another man’s wife with lust has committed adultery with her in his heart.



Whoa there Jesus, slow down a second. Of course you don’t sleep with your neighbor’s wife, but who can help enjoying the view every now and then? I mean as long as you don’t act on it, what’s the harm? You can’t be serious Jesus!

I suspect his audience may have been tittering quite a bit at this point, because Jesus’s very next line is perhaps the most shocking one yet:


If your right eye causes you to sin, cut it out and throw it away. It is better to go through life without an eye than for the whole body to be thrown into Hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better to go through life without an arm than for the whole body to be destroyed in Hell.



That’s a message to make you stand up and pay attention! To you lusting after another man’s wife in privacy seems like perfectly acceptable behavior, or something wrong but so minor as to not be a serious concern like adultery. But Jesus is saying that it is serious, deadly serious, so serious that it’s the kind of thing you would consider dismembering yourself to avoid.

He follows this up with some news about divorce:


It has been said “He who wants to divorce his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.” Yet I say to you, he who divorces his wife, unless she is one already, makes her an adulteress, and he who marries her commits adultery with her.



Now, this is a subject that the modern mind is particularly apt to misunderstand due to the context gap. Modern divorce is a very different beast from divorce in 30 AD, with the main difference being that back then getting divorced was usually a catastrophe for the woman. She was not an individualistic modern woman living in a rich first world nation where there are a lot of opportunities to be a girl boss, or at minimum to get a job and support yourself. There weren’t many jobs at all, for one thing, hardly any wage labor to speak of. You either worked the fields or you worked a skilled trade or you sold yourself into slavery and worked for a rich person. As a wife her husband could work the fields and bring home food to eat, while she carried out the hard work of cooking, cleaning, laundering, spinning, weaving, tailoring, and a hundred other tasks that need doing if you want your family not to starve or go naked. Getting divorced wasn’t just losing your husband, it was more like losing your husband, your job, and your social network all in one go.

Options were pretty slim for a divorced woman: you could try to get married again, but your “market value”, so to speak, has gone down quite a bit since you’re no longer a virgin, are probably a good deal older than you used to be and less able to bear healthy children, and any potential suitors are going to wonder what’s wrong with you so bad that your last husband divorced you. Or you could go back to live with your mom and dad, if you can swing it. But they might not want you back, particularly if they blame you for the divorce. Even if they do, you may be an economic burden on the family. Your only other option is to beg in the streets, maybe take up prostitution if you get hungry and desperate enough. Divorce was not empowering for women then, it was a tool for men to get out of their financial obligations to their wives. It should be remembered that at this time women could not sue for divorce; only men could start the divorce proceedings.

Now the Israelites are not barbaric gentiles who throw their wives to the curb on a whim! They have the Law, and the Law says you have to give her a certificate of divorce. There’s a whole legal process to go through. You have to have a priest write up the official certificate which means you need to justify to him that the divorce is legitimate. According to Mosaic law a man could only divorce his wife if “he finds some indecency in her” (Deuteronomy 24:1), but there was wide debate about what counted as indecency. Some rabbis taught that only adultery counted, while others believed that if his wife displeased him in any way whatsoever then that was acceptable grounds for divorce.

Very civilized it may be, and perhaps much better than the divorce laws in gentile nations, but that’s not good enough for the Kingdom of Heaven. When you got married you two made a promise: you husband promised to take care of her and make her part of his family and protect her and all the rest, and she promised to be loyal and be part of the family and not to sleep with anyone else.[3] By divorcing her you’re reneging on your side of the deal, and now her womb is adulterated with your seed! Anybody who marries her next (and there’s not many who would) is basically sleeping with another man’s wife. So don’t do that! Instead take care of her for the rest of her life, as you promised to do.

And speaking of promises, let's talk about oaths![4] The Law says you should keep the oaths you make? Why are you swearing oaths at all! What, you think saying some special words before you make a promise makes a difference? Jesus says that you should just always keep your promises. In the Kingdom of Heaven there isn’t a special category of promise that you really mean called an “oath”, as opposed to all your other promises which you didn’t mean at all. No, in the Kingdom you


Simply let your yes mean yes, and your no mean no. Anything further is from the evil one.



Jesus has made a lot of surprising statements so far, but he finishes with the most radical of all. Here he ties it all together: what does showing contempt for someone, wanting to sleep with their wife, wanting to abandon your obligations to your loved ones, and making promises you don’t intend to keep all have in common? None of them are loving actions. If you loved someone you wouldn’t do any of those things to them. Jesus could go on for hours examining facets of the Law and showing how they point to even higher obligations towards our fellow men, but he will summarize his point instead:


You have heard that it was said “Love your neighbor, and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, that you be children of your Father in Heaven. For he sends the sun to shine on the righteous and the unrighteous, and rains to fall on the evil and the good.



The radical nature of this message may be lost on a Western audience. The last 2,000 years of Christian history has consisted in great part of men grappling with this concept, trying to live it out, failing often but also succeeding here and there until we reach today where it is commonly accepted that unconditional love is an ideal goal to reach for. This was not anywhere in the headspace of his audience. These were the people, remember, who wrote things like:


O daughter of Babylon, you devastator,

How blessed will be the one

Who repays you as you have repaid us.

How blessed will be the one who seizes and dashes your little ones

Against the rock. (Psalms 137:8-9)



Or


Therefore I will shake the heavens, and the earth shall remove out of her place, in the wrath of the Lord of hosts, and in the day of his fierce anger.

And it shall be as the hunted gazelle, and as sheep with none to gather them: they shall every man turn to his own people, and flee every one into his own land.

Every one that is found shall be thrust through; and every one that is joined unto them shall fall by the sword.

Their children also shall be dashed to pieces before their eyes; their houses shall be spoiled, and their wives ravished.

Behold, I will stir up the Medes against them, which shall not regard silver; and as for gold, they shall not delight in it.

Their bows also shall dash the young men to pieces; and they shall have no pity on the fruit of the womb; their eyes shall not spare children. (Isiah 13:13-18)



We recoil at Old Testament verses like these because our culture spent the last two millennia attempting to live out Jesus’s teachings. The people on the hill are hearing this for the first time. Love even our enemies? What? Why would we do something crazy like that?

It's a radical message, and Jesus has already prepped for pushback. He reminds them that they are not just any people: they’re the children of Abraham, the chosen tribes of God. They’re supposed to do things that seem crazy and weird to everyone else, like not eating pork or mixing fabrics or worshiping idols. That’s what the Law is all about! Note that Jesus immediately justifies why his audience should consider doing something as crazy as loving their persecutors: so that they will be children of God. Isn’t that what they are supposed to be? Aren’t they supposed to be better than the gentiles, who have no covenant with God?


If you love only those who love you, what reward do you deserve? Even tax collectors do that! And if you greet only those of your own tribe, what are you doing more than others? Do not the Gentiles do the same?

So be perfect, even as your Father is perfect.



Rewards from Heaven

Okay, so we have been failing to live up to the purpose of the Law, we have been failing to live up to our position as the chosen ones of God, our righteousness does not surpass that of the Pharisees, and we will not enter the Kingdom of Heaven. What can we do about that? How can we be perfect the way God is perfect? What exactly do you want us to do Jesus?

That is the natural next question after someone drops a bomb like that on you, and that’s where Jesus pivots to. The next section, like the last one, is repetition and expansion on a theme. The theme is that if you want God to reward, if you want to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, then it’s not what you do on the outside that counts. It’s what’s going on within. To elaborate:


When you give to the poor do not announce it with trumpets as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. Truly I tell you they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the poor do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving will be in secret. Then your Father in Heaven, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.



Jesus repeats this same point three more times, changing only the specific action being taken. If you pray in public because you want to be seen praying, you’ve already got your reward: but if you hide in your closet and pray where no one but God can see you, then he will reward you. If you throw ashes on your head and moan and groan when you fast so everyone will see how holy you are, their approval is your only reward. But if you hide your suffering from everyone God will see it, and reward you. If you want the rewards given in the kingdoms of Earth, then you know how to get them. If you want the rewards of the Kingdom of Heaven then you have to do things in an un-Earthly way. You have to do what is right solely to please the King of the Kingdom of Heaven: not to impress your peers, not to raise your social capital, not to show anybody up or put yourself at the top of the pecking order, you have to keep it pure. Is it worth it to do a good deed if nobody but God will ever know? Yes, always. It’s what someone from the Kingdom of Heaven would do.

Along the way Jesus has a couple of asides about praying. Most notably he introduces the famous Lord’s Prayer (“Our Father who art in Heaven…”). Within that prayer is something old hat to us Christians and Post-Christians, but pretty radical for the time: asking God to forgive our sins that way we forgive the sins of others against us. Jesus takes special note of this, introducing the idea to the audience before he really dives into it later in the Sermon:


For if you do not forgive others when they sin against you, neither will your Father in Heaven forgive your sins. But if you forgive others their sins against you, your sins will also be forgiven.



We’ll get back to that later, because first we’ve got to drive home the point that you should work for Heavenly rewards, not Earthly ones. The rewards of the Kingdom of Heaven are strictly superior in to those of the kingdoms of Earth:


Do not store up treasures on Earth where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal, but store up treasures in Heaven where moth and rust do not destroy and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.



This is a practical argument: any wealth gained on this Earth is sure to leave us. Nothing lasts forever, and the more valuable the item the more people who will want to take it from you. The rewards of the Kingdom of Heaven, in contrast, cannot be lost or destroyed. How could they be? God is unchanging (and so are the stars in the heavens, as far as the experts of their time know). Rewards granted by Earthly kings are as fleeting as the kings themselves, here today and gone tomorrow. The rewards of the King of Heaven are as eternal as He is.

Some might reasonably react to this by thinking “Well, that’s good and all, but why not both? I can store up treasures on Earth and in Heaven, and have all my bases covered.” To which Jesus preemptively responds:


No servant can serve two masters. He will either love the one and hate the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and wealth.



So we’re supposed to dedicate ourselves to Heavenly concerns, okay, sure. But a man’s got to eat! Doesn’t it make sense to serve riches just enough to get by, and spend the rest of your energy on Heaven stuff?


Why do you worry about your life, saying “What shall we eat?” Consider the birds of the air. They neither sow, nor reap, nor store up in barns, yet your Heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth more than many birds? And who by worrying can add one hour to his life’s span? And why do you worry about your body, saying “What shall we wear?” Consider the lilies of the valley. They neither spin nor weave, yet truly I tell you Solomon in all his glory was not dressed like one of these. If God so clothes the grass of the field which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire how much more will he do for you: oh you of little faith!



These are examples his audience was well equipped to understand, as it the was primary labor of farmers (and almost everybody was a farmer in those days) to sow, reap, and store up in barns so that the family wouldn’t starve to death, and it was the primary labor of women to spin thread (an incredibly time consuming process) and weave it into clothing so the family wouldn’t die of exposure. They also go straight to the most foundational Earthly needs of everyone. If food and clothing aren’t more important than the Kingdom of Heaven, then nothing is. Which means there is no tradeoff between Earthly rewards and Heavenly rewards that is worth it.

It should be noted that Jesus doesn’t say “Stop all that sowing and reaping, it’s unnecessary.” The point about the birds isn’t that people need to stop farming, it’s that God can feed birds who aren’t even smart enough to grow their own food then how much more will he feed you when you’re working so hard in the fields? His point is that if you are worried that becoming part of the Kingdom of Heaven will put you in danger of ruin, stop. Trust that God will take care of the citizens of his Kingdom:


So do not worry about your life saying “What shall we eat?” or “Where shall we sleep?” or “What shall we wear?” For the gentiles seek after these things and your Father in Heaven knows that you need them. But seek first his Kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you as well.



In other words, if you’re worrying that what I’m saying is impractical and risky, you need to get your priorities straight.

Judge Dread


Judge not, or you shall be judged. For in the manner you judge others you too shall be judged, and the measure you give to others will be given to you.



This is one of the few passages that may still be as controversial today as when Jesus said it. Alright, clearly not as controversial (we’ve had two millennia to think it over as a society) but certainly controversial among Christians. “Judge not” sounds a lot like liberal, culturally relativistic, hippie-type talk.  We’re not supposed to judge people when they do bad things? What about serial killers, rapists, or pedophiles? Shouldn’t we judge at least some people?

This misses the point. Like the rest of the Sermon this verse needs to be taken in context. Jesus has put his audience through a lot so far. He’s raised the bar on moral virtue drastically, told them to seek only heavenly rewards, and along the way has emphasized that they are a chosen people meant to be a light to the world. Anyone in the crowd who is actually on board for all this is in significant danger of becoming a self-righteous zealot who thinks he’s better than everyone else. “You follow the Law? Ha! I don’t even raise my voice in anger. I never even look at women, lest I commit adultery in my heart. I am devoted to the Kingdom of Heaven, while you are trapped in the backwards mindset of the kingdoms of the Earth.”

Now if he’s really trying to follow Jesus’s teachings he probably wouldn’t say all that out loud. After all, he was pretty clear that we shouldn’t seek the approval of men by parading our righteousness to the world. But they would certainly think it. Self-righteous pride, distilled slowly over years of silently judging those more sinful than you, will only make it more difficult to love others. It’s hard to love someone that you have deep contempt for!

So Jesus is going to nip that in the bud. You think you’re ready to seek the Kingdom of Heaven? Well you’re going to have to not judge people too. He repeats what he introduced earlier in the Lord’s Prayer, the concept of reciprocity of judgement. When God judges you, do you want Him to do so with some mercy and understanding? Then you need to be merciful and understanding to others. Do you want God to give you more than you deserve? Then you should be more generous to others than they deserve.

Alright, I shouldn’t judge people harshly. But can’t I judge them to help them? Kind of a “tough love” thing, where I correct them where they go wrong and set them on the right path?


How can you say to your brother “Let me help you take a speck of sawdust from your eye” when you have an entire plank in your own eye! First remove the plank from your own eye. Then you will see clearly to remove the speck of sawdust from your brother’s eye.



Once again, Jesus turns our eyes away from the exterior and Earthly and towards our own character. You want to help people? You’re not qualified. Before you try to fix other people you need to fix yourself, and you’ll likely find that you need more fixing than they do. Instead of focusing on other peoples flaws you need to focus on your own. Be perfect, even as your Heavenly Father is perfect!

Okay, so maybe there are people in his audience who are ready to try to seek the Kingdom of Heaven, hard as it sounds. But how can they start? What do they need to do? Jesus’s answer is to get moving and try:


Ask and you shall receive. Seek and you shall find. Knock and the door will be open. For he who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks, the door is opened.



Only those who ask receive, while those who don’t ask can’t be surprised when they don’t get what they want. Similarly you're not likely to find something without seeking it, and the door won’t be opened until you knock on it. The first step is to try, and trust that God will help you find your way. God is, after all, good! If you ask him for help in seeking the Kingdom then he is sure to give it to you:


Who among you if his son asks you for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks you for a fish, will give him a snake? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good things to your children, how much more will our Father in Heaven give to those who ask?



These last two verses tend to trip people up when taken out of the context of the Sermon, as usual. Some (particularly those who preach the prosperity gospel) will band those verses about to claim that God will give anything to you if you ask for it: a raise at work, a new car, a nice vacation…anything! In context we can better see that Jesus isn’t making the claim that God is a giant genie who grants your wishes. Seek the Kingdom of Heaven and you shall find. Note that Jesus says that God won’t give you a snake if you ask for fish; but what if you asked for a snake? If your son asked you for a rattlesnake, would you give it to him? No? Then we shouldn’t expect God to give us everything we ask for either, only good things. Not a genie, but a Father.

Having established how to begin, Jesus now focuses on instructing and preparing those who will choose to seek the Kingdom of Heaven. He starts with a foundational piece of practical advice, an encapsulation of the mindset needed to seek the Kingdom. A heuristic that will help you choose what to do when you’re uncertain: the Golden Rule.


In all things then do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.



It’s a pretty good rule to follow if your goal is to love everyone. Thomas Aquinus writing more than a thousand years later would define love as “Willing the good of another.” Our default state is to will our own good, so treating others the way we treat ourselves is a good start.

Jesus warns that those who seek the Kingdom cannot follow the crowd. Generally it’s safe to follow the lead of others and assume that they know where they’re going, but that would be a fatal mistake:


Broad is the gate and wide the road that leads to destruction, and many find it. Narrow is the gate, and narrow is the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.



He then warns against false teachers, those who look good but “inwardly are ravenous wolves”.  These teachers claim to seek the Kingdom, but they will exploit you and lead you astray. Good advice, but if they appear good on the outside how can we identify them?


By their fruits you shall know them. Do grapes grow on thornbushes, or figs on thistles? In the same way every good tree bears good fruit, but every bad tree bears bad fruit. A tree that bears good fruit cannot bear bad fruit, and a tree that bears bad fruit cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut up, and thrown into the fire.



This is another metaphor that his audience of farmers would have been intimately familiar with, moreso that modern audiences whose primary exposure to fruit is picking out ripe ones off a grocery store display. You may or may not be familiar with the concept of grafting, where branches from one fruit tree are added to the trunk and roots of another tree. This is the normal practice for most commercial fruit trees: every apple you find at a store comes from a grafted tree, for example. The reason for this is that a lot of fruit trees are incredibly frustrating to cultivate for food purposes. Apple trees do not breed true, so to speak: if you take the seeds from a delicious honeycrisp apple from the store and plant then you’ll find (in a few years when the tree is finally mature enough to bear fruit) that the apples from that tree are nothing at all like a honeycrisp. Apple trees scramble their chromosomes into a wild mosaic when fertilizing a seed, and planting an apple seed is like spinning a roulette wheel where every spot except one just says “some kind of crabapple”.

A lot of fruit trees have similar problems, so if you want a tree that will grow good fruit the only way to ensure that happens is to grow the tree, cut off the top of it, and graft branches onto the rootstock from a tree whose fruit you know is good. Heck, almost certainly every banana you’ve eaten was a genetic clone, as the entire banana industry works on planting shoots from already productive banana trees. So the farmers in Jesus’s audience get what he’s saying immediately. You plant twenty apple seedlings to make an orchard: how do you know which ones are good? You have to wait until they bear fruit, then you know. And once you know, you know for sure: there’s no chance that a tree that grew crabapples this year will grow honeycrisps the next. What do you do with the trees that turn out to have bad fruit? You certainly don’t keep tending to them, you cut them down and use them for firewood. So in the same way you can tell whether a teacher is true or false by seeing what kind of fruit he bears. Do his teachings produce good results? Are his followers better people? Do his prophecies come true? If the fruit is bad don’t wait in the hope that it will become good. It won’t!

In the same way, just because you look and act like a citizen of the Kingdom doesn’t mean you will enter into it. You need to make sure you produce good fruit as well:


Not all who say “Lord! Lord!” shall enter the Kingdom of Heaven, but only those who do the will of my Father in Heaven. On that day many shall say to me “Did we not prophecy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and in your name perform many miracles?” And I shall say “I never knew you. Depart from me, you evildoers!”



Notice the good fruits that the “evildoers” claim here. They’re all big, flashy actions that would impress people, just like the actions of the “hypocrites” Jesus condemned earlier who pray on the streetcorners and blow trumpets before giving to the poor. They gave outward signs, when Jesus is preaching inward change: do not commit adultery in your heart, do your good deeds in secret, seek the Kingdom instead of wealth and security, etc.

Always End With a Call to Action

We’re familiar with the Sermon on the Mount (if we know it at all) as a scattering of sayings, each individually good. When we put those scattered bits together and read it as a whole piece, we find that the whole is different from the sum of its parts. Each part of the Sermon leads naturally into the next, giving us needed context. I recommend reading the Sermon in full after finishing this review. It’s not that long, for a foundation stone of Western culture.

Jesus finishes his Sermon with one last metaphor and a call to action of sorts:


He who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house upon the rock. The rain came down, the waters rose, the wind battered and beat against the house, and it did not fall because it was built on the rock. And he who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like the foolish man who built his house upon sand. The rain came down, the waters rose, the wind battered and beat against the house, and it fell with a great crash.



The part of the house you could see was not the part that determined its fate. It was the hidden part that made the difference. The kingdoms of the Earth concern themselves with outward appearance, and are doomed to perish. The Kingdom of Heaven concerns itself with what is hidden within, and it will never die.

Western culture ultimately built its own house upon this rock. Some would argue that house came crashing down in 1914 when all of Europe decided to engage in the suicide pact that was WWI. I would argue that the house still stands today, though perhaps as a culture we’ve built a lot of additions to the house in the last hundred years or so that aren’t built on the original foundation. Certainly Christianity as a whole still stands. It has stood for two thousand years, it may well stand for ten thousand more. Even if the house that was built on that rock looks strange today, and even though many of those who live within that house do not trust the rock it was built on, it remains the same house. And even though the Kingdom of Heaven is still far from us, it’s closer than it was two thousand years ago.


Notes


[1]

Grow in absolute terms, while remaining at 31.4% of the global population. See here for more detail.



[2]

Paul amusingly uses this eschatological disagreement to his own advantage when he’s dragged before the Sanheidren on trial for his Christianity:

“Then Paul, knowing that some of them were Sadducees and the others Pharisees, called out in the Sanhedrin, ‘My brothers, I am a Pharisee, descended from Pharisees. I stand on trial because of the hope of the resurrection of the dead.’ When he said this, a dispute broke out between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. (The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, and that there are neither angels nor spirits, but the Pharisees believe all these things.)

“There was a great uproar, and some of the teachers of the law who were Pharisees stood up and argued vigorously. ‘We find nothing wrong with this man,’ they said. ‘What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?’ The dispute became so violent that the commander was afraid Paul would be torn to pieces by them. He ordered the troops to go down and take him away from them by force and bring him into the barracks.” -Acts 23:6-9



[3]

You might ask, didn’t the husband also vow not to sleep with anyone else? Well, not exactly. One of the main social problems that marriage resolves is questions of paternity. The woman does not want to be slept with and then abandoned to take care of the children on her own, with no support and usually in a community where she is a stranger (typically women leave their parents household to find a husband while men stay and inherit the family farm, which often puts women in the vulnerable position of being the new girl in town with no friends). So the wise woman won’t sleep with a man unless he promises to take care of her. So fine, the man will promise to take care of her and her children and not abandon her to starve in the streets, but if he’s going to do that he needs to be sure that her children are also his children: he’s not going to care for someone else’s kids, especially when that someone else isn’t the one keeping a roof over her head and food on her plate. So from that perspective the problem isn’t men sleeping with women they’re not married to, it's married women sleeping with men they aren’t married to. That’s why they call it adultery: by throwing your seed in the pot you’ve contaminated her womb, and now her husband can’t tell if his kids are the real deal or an adulterated product. Of course it takes two to tango: if a married woman is committing adultery, then the man she’s doing it with is in a real sense harming her husband. He’s contributing to the destruction of the fabric of trust that communities rely on. So the ten commandments are clear: “Thou shalt not commit adultery”, if you’re a married woman don’t sleep with anyone else and if you’re a man don’t sleep with any married women. This naturally gets extended to not sleeping with unmarried women as well, since if you sleep with her it’s going to be a lot harder for her to get married (especially since they didn’t have the knowledge of embryology that we have today: even if she had sex years ago, how do I know that the kid she has today is mine? We don’t know how this works for sure yet!). This also gets into that infamous part of the Law that says if you rape a woman you have a marry her: the point wasn’t to force a victim to marry her victimizer, it was instead “you break it, you bought it” and obligated you to take care of her financially or the rest of her life, since it was now way less likely that anyone else will marry her after what you did.



[4]

You can see how the Sermon naturally flows from topic to topic: from murdering someone to sleeping with his wife, to abandoning your marriage vow, to vows in general.






The soul of an anti-woke intellectual: Jamie Q. Roberts

We’re all gonna die

-Sufjan Stevens

What thing in this world might you balance against a soul? What, then, could be better to review than a soul? And what more topical soul to review than the soul of an aspiring anti-woke intellectual? Meet Jamie Q Roberts, and meet me, but only insofar as I am meeting Jamie Q Roberts.

Jamie, a close friend, had recently written a book on the history of the Intellectual Dark Web (IDW). My initial plan was to review Jamie’s book to help him out. Since book reviews are forbidden this year, I’ll review him instead.  As I wrote this, it became clear that intimacy and comprehension are not natural allies. To grasp a soul - to achieve fellow feeling - is so often achieved by seeing yourself in the other, but to see yourself is so often to misapprehend. I’ll try to be honest then- I can’t keep myself out of the piece, so I’ll be open about it. I also quote a lot of lyrics and poems- most of which are very dear to him, and so are an efficient pinhole.

Just the facts, ma’am

Jamie is in his late forties, has two children, was recently divorced, and works as an academic in international relations focusing on pop culture. He has recently written a book-length history of the intellectual dark web, The Intellectual Dark Web: A History (and Possible Future). He is short but not markedly so, a long-distance runner superb for his age, in a recent-ish long-term relationship post-divorce and owns a block of land next to a national park which he hopes to commercialise. He finds himself increasingly drawn to the political right. Jamie has a large circle of friends and is a natural leader, or so practised as to appear effortless.

Pain and taking up arms

Although Jamie resisted this description, I think it’s impossible to understand what is happening to him without understanding his suffering. He is recently divorced. His mother is in the advanced stages of dementia, and he paid to keep her in her own home for as long as possible. He is being pushed out of his job as a lecturer. His son has just developed chronic fatigue syndrome. His book was unpublished by Routledge, seemingly due to political criticism. As a result of all of this, he is at risk of bankruptcy. He would like to stride forth with a sword - but if he is, it is sharpened on the whetstone of these griefs. If he wants to be, as he says quoting Nietzsche, “Carefree, mocking and violent,” these are the cares to be slain.

We often don’t think of the stand against powerful antagonists as an altruistic act- indeed, this is reflected in our language - standing up for yourself. But it is an altruistic act. Costly resistance is a form of altruistic punishment. Many readers will be sceptical of the value of Jamie’s fight, others will be fully supportive. To the sceptics, I suppose I would say of Jamie’s fight that this much is true. Jamie is standing up to real bullies, and whatever he may be getting right or wrong, that has value. For Jamie, I think, the rejection of the bully might be close to the beginning of all moral values.

Musk and the physical world

Musk, for Jamie, is a totemic figure. He represents getting something done in the physical world in an intangible age. An age of circling back, checking in, lit reviews that go nowhere, and innovative best practices in marketing. Musk has revolutionised space. Is Musk a good person? Well, perhaps it is better to say that: "Rare are the good men who have accomplished great things.”

We might divide people this way. There are people who imagine the world expanding out endlessly and are terrified of the vastness, and people who imagine the world shrinking down quickly, terminating possibilities, and are frightened of being crushed. Jamie’s certainly the latter. He wants to expand his soul, and so he wants a world for it to expand into. His greatest fear isn’t destruction, it’s desiccation by a hundred hundred intermediaries who never build anything, never really even destroy anything- just demand a fee payable in obeisance. His instincts then are very much like Musk’s- at least what we see of Musk.

The pervasive frustration with the intangible is an essential part of this moment. A sense that we need to will ourselves back into physicality, having become half incorporeal. A sense also- not necessarily in Jamie, but among many others, that we might need to do some ugly things for it, but damn, we need reality again. No more bullshit jobs, no more bullshit generally. Clear connection between action and consequence, between merit and consequence. Such feelings are not exclusive to the right by any means; there is no end of complaints about “bullshit jobs” on the left. Indeed, a rare point of unity between the online left and right at the moment seems to be hating HR, precisely because it seems to exemplify power without doing anything of consequence. The route to a critique of “Wokeness” from here is plain enough- Mark Fisher did it to mixed reception twelve years ago in Exiting the Vampire Castle - imagining wokeness as a kind of psychic sink, a moral police force sustained by unclear lines of authority and ensconced in a fortress of lying words:

“The solution was already there – in the Christian Church … the infernal strategies, dark pathologies and psychological torture instruments Christianity invented, and *which Nietzsche described in The Genealogy of Morals. This priesthood of bad conscience, this nest of pious guilt-mongers, is exactly what Nietzsche predicted when he said that something worse than Christianity was already on the way.”

When he labours on his land out near Wollemi National Park, that’s when he feels free of it. Either the thing is built or it is not- either the SpaceX rocket goes up, or it does not. Everyone can see the results for better or worse. He organises a twice-yearly (or so) event called Quest Week- a kind of competitive treasure hunt which he meticulously plans. There, people compete, and either they win or they lose, with little room for argument. He would cheerfully admit that sometimes the best do not win, but there’s an odd kind of justice to that, too- everyone faces that risk. I have known him mostly through helping him with Quest Week. A great deal of work goes into it- so much so that Jamie considers himself the pioneer of a new kind of art, and we call the property The Art Farm. A well-run Quest Week is an extraordinary thing, like a well-made escape room, but stretching out over a mysterious bushland. The force of his planning, leadership, adaptability and persistence in that domain is impressive, a modern day Antaeus, he’s filled with energy by touching the earth.

On being male

The only ‘male’ thing I’ve ever felt I needed to be able to do because of my gender is hand-to-hand combat. All the other stuff- change a tire, load a gun, talk about sports- it all washes over me, maybe because I’m gay. The only thing that upsets my sense of manliness in a way that hurts is the thought that I might be ineffective, or worse, cowardly, in a fight. I wonder at this residual sentiment a lot.

Jamie’s different. He draws sustenance from MAN stuff. You can see happiness fill his soul when he lights a fire, plays with a chainsaw, or performs some feat of athleticism. Even more so, you can see the pleasure in him, the relaxation, when he talks with another man about chainsaws or fire management or climbing mountains or team sports. We, of course, cannot read the aetiology of a behaviour off its presentation, but Jamie’s behaviour invites this. There’s something very _biological-_seeming about it. It’s unlikely that chainsaws are in his DNA, but one can imagine proto-Jamie avidly explaining to a fellow caveman that you must weigh the spear 1/3 of the way from the tip or else it won’t kill the mammoth. De gustibus non est disputandum I guess.

Men & Women

Jamie first encountered the question of men and women at six, when his father left him and his mother.

For Jamie, a bleak(ish) view of human nature is necessary. Men are all at least a little bit cad and a little psychopath. In return, women seek out bad men, not despite their badness but because of it. Men are bad, and women enable it. They are, in the words of Coleridge, who Jamie loves to quote, “wailing for their demon lover”. Another excerpt he loves- Carly Simon, You’re so Vain:


You walked into the party like you were walking onto a yacht

Your hat strategically dipped below one eye

Your scarf it was apricot

You had one eye in the mirror, as you watched yourself gavotte

And all the girls dreamed that they'd be your partner



We are told promptly that the mysterious man at the heart of the song is 1. A conceited bastard 2. Beloved by women and 3. These traits are not conjoined by accident. That, for Jamie, is the gender problem, and free love has made it worse- a bad deal for most members of both sexes, but perhaps especially women.

Jamie admires radical feminism- and he used to admire it even more. The radical feminists are basically right in their diagnosis of how men treat women- they’re just far too optimistic about the cure because they assume a “blank slate” approach to humanity. Instead of trying to change men and women, we must restructure institutions to reward the right behaviour and shape us away from our darkest instincts. Such an alliance- however partial- between conservatives and sex-negative feminists is not new, but it is rarely so honestly acknowledged.

Father

Jamie, as a father, is a man who doesn’t want his children to suffer what he has suffered. It is not that he doesn’t want his kids to suffer, he wants them to grow and struggle and maybe have their hearts broken a few times and all the needful, but he doesn’t want them to replay his calamities- especially the things that wasted his time. Consider his son. He doesn’t want his son to be trapped in a system that stresses him out, that cares nothing for him but expects all the care in the world. He doesn’t want his son to fight for recognition in the academic system- Jamie’s not pushy about it, but he’d much rather his son went into a trade than university. He’s afraid of a world that won’t let his son be a man, as he sees it, precisely because he feels so wounded by a world that wouldn’t let him be a man.

Jamie used to fear power in a kind of Foucauldian way- he associates this with the earlier naive leftist phase of his life. He thinks becoming a parent has made him reassess this, made him recognise the need for benevolent power. I wonder about this. We all, myself no exception, want politics generally, and our politics in particular, to be an allegory of our experience, just as past generations wanted religion to be an allegory of their struggles. We alter our telling of our lives, and our politics till they meet in the middle.

The dialectic of belonging and fidelity

Jamie wrote a PhD in which he identified the core tension in any moment of liberatory struggle as the choice between affiliation and faithfulness to an indefinable good. This is where it all comes from intellectually- an accusation that apparently emancipatory acts are often really just a signal of belonging. Relatedly, there is a struggle between affiliation and truth. The prototypical warrior for truth is the child shouting, “The emperor has no clothes”, despite community disapproval. The lowly truth teller, or even the troll who says something just because they are not supposed to say it has the potential to bring us to a higher good by rejecting false affiliation, the enemy of the true and the good. The trickster- Prometheus, who shuns the fellowship of the gods to give us their fire- is the archetype Jamie loves best.

All of this was already prefigured then in 2009 when he finished his thesis. A reminder that often people aren’t a bag of traits, they’re a narrative.

The sacrifice is the next step in Jamie’s thinking- “what I really, really, really want to think about and explore”. The sacrifice of yourself, of others, seals bad faith. Bad faith is at the heart of Jamie’s diagnosis of the world’s problems. It resembles, but is not identical with, Sartre’s analysis of the concept of bad faith- akin to mauvaise foi but with a sunk-cost ratchet. “I have done now this terrible thing-or thing I pretend to myself is terrible-and so I can’t turn back. I no longer need to worry about turning back- I needn’t fear the sudden hand on my heart yanking me towards the good. I am confirmed in evil, and thus can stop worrying about the good” One makes a sacrifice to enter an evil web because one wants to be trapped in the web- it offers great networking opportunities, you understand, and paradoxically it relieves moral anxiety- you’ve already made your choice. Others give you opportunities to perform the evil sacrifice because once you have, you are bound to them and their practices. The extreme version of this is those gangs where you’ve got to kill or rape someone to be a member- the comraderie of the damned- the less extreme version is hazing freshers. This dynamic- a bad act done for acceptance- a sacrifice that is truly a sacrifice of moral independence, even if it presents itself differently- is ubiquitous for Jamie. It explains wokeness as much as anything. The barbed tweet, the denunciation- those are membership dues and payable upfront.

Meritocracy and its perversion

Wokeness, in Jamie’s view, is a perversion of meritocracy. It is an attempt by the lazy and incompetent to claim senior positions they otherwise could not achieve, or would not want to have to fight for. It reminds me of the related thought, often articulated on the left, that wokeness is an attempt to compete in meritocracy, aided by a critique of meritocracy that the meritocratic system finds acceptable. “The overwhelmingly important thing is that positions be distributed according to talent, but malign structural forces are rendering this impossible. This is why I must be given a promotion, it is simply correcting the thumb on the scale against me”. Much of what is called “wokeness” and “anti-wokeness” is an intra-paradigmatic battle within meritocracy between two sets of advocates- one of which thinks that special measures are necessary to remove barriers to meritocracy (race, gender, disability and so on) and the other of which denies it.

Both, however, agree that what matters is who the elites are rather than the balance between elites and non-elites or, mirabile dictu, creating a world in which it isn’t overwhelmingly important who goes to a handful of colleges and walks a narrow path starting in their early teens to make them one of the masters of the universe.-

Wokeness breaks a key condition for the goodness of power that Jamie identifies. When I pushed Jamie on whether or not he wanted to be useful or famous, he responded that he wanted a world in which the one followed from the other- in which power/respect and usefulness are coupled:

“I think the pursuit of power is entirely natural and fine and good and in a healthy situation, the power or the kudos you get is commensurate with the goodness that you provide for the world.”

Desert flows naturally, it doesn’t take special arrangements- but then nasty pieces of work subvert our institutions, and suddenly it doesn’t. Jamie has a kind of Adam Smith liberal perception of kudos and power- when all is right with the world, everyone wants it, and people give it out on the basis of usefulness to them. Benign power is thus distributed much like monetary rewards to useful activity, in a spontaneously incentive-compatible way. However, like Smith, Jamie is wary of “conspiracies against the public”- respect follows usefulness until people come up with power-respect cartels. Wokeness is a kind of cartel or power-respect market manipulation exercise.

Driving and tweeting

On Twitter, especially the trendy-irony parts, one sees crystalline souls that have polished all their facets into a perfect refracting jewel of self-awareness, and often a performance of self-contempt, so no one can ever accuse them of being cringe. David Foster Wallace said that there is a deep narcissism in self-loathing. Well, let me add that there is often a deep narcissism in self-awareness.

Once, when we were driving, Jamie told me a story. He had come upon the scene of an accident, quickly asked if everyone was okay, and then left. Jamie regretted this- what if they’d only said yes because they were in shock? Indeed, he felt it spoke very poorly of him- such tests may come up only a few dozen times in one’s life, to fail one of them, and for so little gain, was not a small matter.

Jamie appears to me the way so many intellectuals do- a peculiar mix of self-awareness and blindness. Presumably, you and I, too, reader. But how much of this really matters? Jamie saw, laser-like, that he had done the wrong thing- he was able to avoid making some stupid rationalisation, or, more probably, forget it. He is a rarity among men in a crusade - his powers of internal observation are not vestigial.

Weakness and resentment

What Jamie detests most in himself are the vices of weakness, past and present- if he had fought back better in the past, he would have less to forgive. His lack of forgiveness, then, is the trace of his previous failures, and is thus at least in some sense in bad faith. He doesn’t forgive all his enemies, and he doesn’t forgive himself for the conditions that prevent him from forgiving all his enemies- past weakness. “If only I could be strong, I could love and be generous like I should! If only I were not prevented in my expression, my expression would be benign.” Is this a touch too convenient?

Jamie, I think, wants very much to be Christian. This is the spirit of the age- so many people find themselves wanting to be Christian but unable to leap.

Shakespearean interlude


Tir'd with all these, for restful death I cry,

As, to behold desert a beggar born,

And needy nothing trimm'd in jollity,

And purest faith unhappily forsworn,

And gilded honour shamefully misplac'd,

And maiden virtue rudely strumpeted,

And right perfection wrongfully disgrac'd,

And strength by limping sway disabled,

And art made tongue-tied by authority,

And folly, doctor-like, controlling skill,

And simple truth miscall'd simplicity,

And captive good attending captain ill.

Tir'd with all these, from these would I be gone,

Save that, to die, I leave my love alone.



Jamie loves Shakespeare and cannot talk about wokeness for more than five minutes without quoting the above sonnet. I think he would find great happiness in writing poetry or fiction, but he doesn’t anymore. He’s written a few unpublished novels- on immortality, on fantastical worlds. He tells me the strangest thing he believes is that the universe has a telos- a good, and an orientation towards the good. It may be theistic, it may be impersonal- a sort of moral law of thermodynamics. He hopes to write a science fiction book on it one day. I think he’s vague on the details in his own mind. As so often with Jamie, the shadows are sharp and defined, the sun is distant.

I still don’t get it

In truth, despite all my affection for him, I cannot really put myself in his point of view. I could answer questions about it, but I couldn’t feel it. I agree that:

1. There should be less public shaming, and a lot of public shaming at the moment is associated with wokeness. But there has always been too much public shaming, and to the extent that there is more, much of it is due to the internet. People are always saying stupid and hurtful things while reaching for status.

2. A lot of taboos arising from ‘wokeness’ are stupid. But there are always stupid taboos, and if wokeness weren’t making stupid taboos, something else would be.

3. A variety of incompetents have ridden this ideological wave to power. Sure, as with all previous ideological waves.

Jamie told me once that his boss remarked- as he was struggling with his son’s chronic fatigue- that perhaps he was having a hard time with his son after his recent divorce because he was used to having a woman do all the work for him. There can be no doubt that there is a contingent of nasty people who have advanced their nastiness under the banners of equity and empathy. I’ve met them myself. There can also be no doubt of the sincerity of Jamie’s need to fight them. To what degree, though, is wokeness itself the operative factor here? Haven’t there always been people, unstable or deliberately cruel, who have advanced their cruelty under the flag of the moment, raised on a pole of laudable moral values? If it wasn’t wokeness, perhaps a 1950’s boss might have made some snide remark to the effect that his struggles with fatherhood reflected the kind of personality that would lead to divorce, had Jamie lived in Sumer, his supervisor might have murmured that some neglect of ritual had invited Lamashtu, the child-stealing demoness, to feast on his son’s vitality. The cruelty wears varied garments, but they always clothe the same terrible body.

Jamie, as a child, was bullied. He was short, his parents were divorced, and he was probably a little too introspective- an ideal target. Jamie loves the image in Back to the Future III where George punches Biff the school bully, remaking time in a better form. He’s talked about it often to me. The decisive moment of confrontation with a fundamentally cruel and nasty individual, enabled through moral courage, maybe a little “unwise”, yet externally and internally cleansing.

Perhaps I see an echo of myself in him. I made some grand gestures against what is now called “woke” when I was younger- for example, I organised an event called “against identity politics”- setting off an online riot against the event, of a virulence never before seen in the local left. One Facebook comment suggested the only possible reason I might have made an event like that was a taste for raping women. I used to make a big deal about the importance of a rational, cogent left rejecting what might be called ‘postmodernism’ in a broad sense. You can bet that a lot of my intensity of feeling here was about fighting bullies. But I wonder if there isn’t a danger in making so much of what you value about opposing bullies- bullies are everywhere, thus any political cause can be presented as fighting bullying if one is not careful. Even if we are completely on their side, why think James Damore’s claim is more urgent than Andry Romero’s, or Aziz Ansari’s claim is more important than Johnson of Grants Pass v Johnson?

Likewise, what of Jamie’s anger at the woke scepticism about reason and empiricism? People have been doing this for a long time. “The jesting Pilate asked Christ, ‘What is truth?’”. The Sophists said that man was the measure of all things and that they could make either side of an argument sound the stronger. You can find it in the Zhuangzi, in traditional proverbs, in Montaigne, in Nietzsche, whom Jamie adores and in the postmodernists before they ever turned “woke”. It has always been a part of the humanist tradition, one not likely to go away, and sometimes even useful.

The claustrophobia of the culture wars

More than an Eric Weinstein or a James Lindsay, wokeness is uncomfortably near Jamie. It is not quite that it is under his skin, as if he were tempted to believe, although a few times I think he has felt that way. Rather, he is crossed with the scars of old encounters, inscribed in his mind like the electric shock that follows the bell for a lab rat. This is by no means uncommon. How many of your beliefs are the scar tissue of old wounds? Certainly, a lot of mine are.

Jamie, as an aspiring anti-woke intellectual, is in a never-ending encounter with wokeness. I see this in him- the endless, fresh and raw restatement of the dynamic- the lying, hectoring, stupid priest of bad faith, and the one that might confront them. But are these thoughts circling around themselves, like words spoken with an imaginary interlocutor in the shower, or are they spiralling out to some new knowledge? What is Jamie’s new doctrine on wokeness? It is fine to have an emotional itch about a topic, but if you haven’t also got the intellectual itch, where do you go as an intellectual?

I push Jamie on this- there are so many people who want to be enemies of wokeness, what do you uniquely have to offer, given that you are a thinker and not a political organiser - what is your contribution? He simply says that sometimes one must just keep saying that the emperor has no clothes, and that to gather together the history of others who have fought against wokeness has value. Sometimes speaking the truth is better than speaking the new. But it seems to me there’s a clear danger in repetition, particularly of the negative.

What matters? The answer can’t be our resentments- Jamie knows that as well as I do, yet I feel them taking ever more real estate in both of us, and in everyone. We are all run through with scar tissue and it seems to be getting worse. What production can we imagine if we could shed our scars? Increasingly, I see the answer cannot be found inside. If it can be found at all it’s in the other- in having the self-awareness necessary to stop being self-aware.

Wokeness?

Nothing more to think, and nowhere to move on to. Haven’t we been over this, as readers, as a culture? The points have all been made, we simply don’t agree on them. That’s pretty pretentious, though, isn’t it? “Merely saying the truth isn’t good enough! I demand originality!” As if the point of it all were virtuosity? Here’s the dialectic: Some things must be repeated, but repetition makes the voice hoarse. Where to from here? I’m not sure.

What do I think now? Why must there be one answer about wokeness? 1. I suppose some of what is called wokeness- a lot really- is, in my view, just good. 2. Some of it is people choosing to be nasty because they’re malicious, bored, or afforded too many opportunities through the internet. 3. Some of it is a kind of necessary protocol for navigating difficult social issues with politeness, even if it seems forced. 4. Some of it is just a bunch of stupid fads- no more or less harmful than a trendy diet, and 5. Some of it is false, but wise, kind, and politic to say. 6. Some of it is true, but unwise, unkind, and impolitic to say 7. Some of it is a genuinely politically dangerous misconception of the current situation facing the world generally and the left in particular.

But the more interesting question is, what’s the positive program? Earlier, I said that Jamie, from the days of his PhD thesis and even now, sees the struggle in the human soul as a struggle between affiliation and fidelity to the good and the true_._ He has spoken so much about how affiliation can take us away from truth and goodness, it must surely be time for him to tell us something about truth and goodness themselves. He has it in him, he just needs to turn his back on the war. Maybe it needs to be shown and built, not spoken.

To be grandiose about it, I begin to imagine Jamie as a warrior in a battle that’s been swinging back and forth for a very long time. Perhaps there is a repeating pendulum in history- an endless alternation between periods in which it is fashionable to say a bad word, and periods in which it is not. Jamie’s attire and appearance change and flicker, like a movie moving between parallel dimensions, and whichever alternation we are on, somehow Jamie’s boss always finds a way to insult his parenting in the context of his divorce and son’s illness, here in one parallel dimension the one way, in another, the other. They needn’t be a boss, they might be a commissar, or a lord, a general, a power or a principality. But there are always tyrannical dickheads. That’s the constant across all hitherto existing societies- so what should we do about it, insofar as we can do anything?

When it comes to killing old thoughts, ideas die more through boredom than critique, but how to move on? If a better world is going to come about, I do not think it will be the result of a pure policing action - a reassertion of the boundaries or orders of merit. The culture is sterile; something new must be built, but I don’t know what. Jamie has his own stones to lay. Maybe it is a science fiction book about telos and the laws of the universe, maybe a cheap group activity that actually gets people interacting in the physical world again and meeting others, or maybe it’s a way of understanding wokeness, power, the sacrifice- all of it- that points out a road to transformation and the dignity of all before all. Whatever it is, negation alone will not do.

Politics

It saddens me that Jamie’s problems haven’t drawn him closer to my politics. That the cost of caring for his mother hasn’t made him keenly aware of the action of the government in aged care. That his experiences in the workplace haven’t made him an advocate of more secure employment. It’s not that he’s opposed to these things exactly, but I don’t think he feels it in his soul. The sneering HR consultant is just so much nearer than the instruments of fiscal and industrial policy. No issue matters as much as it should unless someone can explain why it’s an attack on your dignity, and we’re all weighed down by so many attacks.

On cultural politics and Jamie, I again wonder how much of this is the dust of old, painful roads. Though I won’t litigate it here out of concern for fairness, it is astonishing to me how many intellectuals have decided that Blanchardism, a speculative theory about the origins of trans women, is established fact. Jamie is not here to defend himself, but I would argue that negative polarisation and oppositionality lead to epistemic failure by raising affiliation to a “resistance” over fidelity to the good and true just as surely as normal polarisation.

We are living out the script of a much smaller world - a world of a few dozen people in a migratory band, where the personal truly was the political. Subsequently, the political is fueled by questions of personal dignity and affront, even as millions die and billions are persecuted- we cannot end that, but we need to find out how to rearrange it more productively. Nearly unimaginable it may be, the angel of history must bring a stop to the accumulation of history-as-discrete wounds. We must weave all our indignities, contradictory though they may seem, into a collective demand for dignity- into the constitution of utopia. We have already made worlds that would look like utopia to our ancestors, and we can do it again.

Loss and time

I ask him what he craves. Time, he responds. He knows that he is getting old; he will be 50 soon. He is physically fit, but his age tells on his face, and presumably he begins to feel its nibbles in his mind. All the suffering would be tolerable if only it had the courtesy to leave him enough time to write his books and make his mark.

He plays with AI, but I do not think he has yet Grok’d (haha) what is coming. Soon, all worries about meritocracy perverted will be redundant- there will be no such thing, human merit will be a meaningless currency. But the positive content, what will exist, is yet to be decided. The hour is late, I’m grateful to have a friend.




The Soul of Karl Friston [1]

I - Epicurus

Athens, 277 BCE. Epicurus sat on the ground in a corner of his garden and felt the dust between his toes. He contemplated the events of the day. Metrodorus was dead.[2] Metrodorus had been a true friend—the kind Epicurus was always trying to explain to his students.[3] Metrodorus had proven his goodness in every way; he had taken every opportunity to protect the tranquility of all those around him. He had come with Epicurus all the way from Anatolia; he had helped him select the land for this garden. Metrodorus had never left his side except for a six-month visit to his home town, and after that he had returned invigorated.[4] Epicurus could just barely hear Mys speaking softly to Metrodorus’s orphan son, little Epicurus[5], in the exedra on the other side of the garden. He wondered where the boy’s uncle was. He hadn’t seen Timocrates all day, though the news of his brother’s death must surely have reached him by now. He guessed that Timocrates was at the city gate, or at one of the other schools, telling a crowd that his brother had died of gluttonous overindulgence. Or some other slanderous misinterpretation like that.[6] Epicurus had never been sure whether Timocrates was intentionally twisting his doctrine or had really never understood the meaning of pleasure. He decided it did not matter, since the result was the same either way. And Epicurus knew that no amount of public disdain could sour his own ability to appreciate the wisdom and prudence of his departed friend. He had seen first hand how Metrodorus had trained so meticulously to expect no more than a crust of bread and water, though he had no qualms about feasting when the time was right. He remembered their journey on the ship from Lampsacus to Athens, when they were both young and still referred to themselves as Democriteans.[7] They had gone a day without water and had given in to fear, begging the pilot to change course. Epicurus tried to imagine the mature Metrodorus—the one he had spoken to yesterday at dinner—acting in such a way. He could not. The refined Metrodorus would think nothing of a few hours without water, having passed many a happy day in such conditions. Metrodorus was always dauntless in the face of troubles and death.[8] Epicurus nevertheless savored the memory of his friend and the ship. He pitied Timocrates, who was full of the greatest disquiet.

Epicurus looked past a stray gray hair that was sticking out of his beard and saw an ant stilting along the ground near his right sandal. He watched the ant as it wove between pebbles. Ahead of it, a second ant was locked in silent battle with a caterpillar five times its size. As this ant darted around and the caterpillar writhed around trying to catch it, the first ant continued picking along the dusty ground. By chance, the first ant came upon the second, and immediately joined the fight, biting the caterpillar on its back side. After a few minutes, all three creatures abandoned their scuffle and continued on their way as before. Epicurus wondered at this ant coming to the aid of its colleague: Most animals are incapable of making any sort of agreements with one another, but ants act together in harmony, so that every ant finds greater tranquility in the protection of its peers.[9] Epicurus wondered how the ant decided to join the fight, and why both ants would abandon it so suddenly. Perhaps, he thought, one of the fine atoms that made up the ant’s soul[10] had swerved ever so slightly and sent all the atoms downstream of its collisions on new paths.[11]

The Olympian gods gazed down upon Epicurus in his garden with not the slightest hint of irritation - for they never experienced irritation.[12] They noted with serenity that Epicurus had reduced all of human and animal behavior to an optimization problem, maximizing pleasure, minimizing disturbance and instability in the long term. Epicurus’s soul was one of reductionist elegance—his passion was parsimony. But with the same blissful serenity, they noted that the simplicity of his account was incomplete. Epicurus saw his elegant ethics as something that his followers could opt into, blaming others’ behavior on the corrupting influence of their own reasoned worldviews. He did not guess that his optimization problem could explain all behavior. But the gods took pleasure in their knowledge that the process was not finished. Epicurus’s soul would have to return at another time, in another place, and pick up where it had left off.

II - Hedonists (But Not the Fun Kind)

Epicureanism got started in the fourth century BCE with Epicurus and his garden in Athens. By Julius Caesar’s time, it was a major religion. Cicero felt compelled to write an obnoxious letter to his friend Trebatius Testa after Trebatius was convinced to convert to Epicureanism by a heart-to-heart with a popular politician in a Gaul army camp.[13] Cassius, leader of the plot to assassinate Caesar, was also an Epicurean.[14] Over in the Roman Province of Judea, Epicureanism was popular enough among Jews that “Epicurus” became the catch-all term for a Jewish heretic in rabbinic literature.[15]

Famously, the Epicureans were hedonists; they believed that “the good” is equivalent with pleasure. Many people, taking Timocrates’ lead, imagine that this amounts to a rule that the most pleasurable activities—gluttonous overindulgence, for example—are the best ones. Per Epicurus, however, “the good” is not a set of rules about how to choose individual actions. Instead, it is an optimization scheme by which to plan action over the long term:


It is because pleasure is our first and innate good that we choose every pleasure, though we often forgo many pleasures when a greater annoyance results from them. And we regard many pains as preferable to pleasures when a prolonged endurance of pains brings us greater pleasure. Accordingly, though every pleasure, because we have a natural predilection for it, is good, not every pleasure is to be chosen, just as all pain is bad, though not all kinds of pain are always to be avoided. But it is proper to judge all these matters by weighing and contemplating benefits and disadvantages; for there are times when we treat the good as bad, or, alternatively, the bad as good.[16]



To this end, Epicurus advocated for tight-knit networks of friendship and mutual support, even if building these networks came at the cost of some unpleasant altruism.[17] Not only do support networks make life more stable for everyone involved (cf. reciprocal altruism in evolutionary biology), but just the knowledge that you have loved ones who love you back makes everything much more bearable. Likewise, Epicurus recommended that his students train themselves to live as simply as possible, “on barley cake and water”, so as to cultivate the belief that they are happy with such minimal sustenance.[18] This regime was designed to eliminate anxiety about uncertain futures such as going broke—if you’re already happy with bread and water, you have nothing to lose:


And we regard self-sufficiency as a great good, not so as to partake of little on every occasion, but so that if we do not have much we may be content with little, since we are genuinely persuaded that they take the greatest pleasure in luxury who need it the least… For simple fare brings as much pleasure as an extravagant feast, once the pain of want has been removed.[19]



Epicurus casts both action and perception as means to a single end: long-term pleasure. An action policy of regularly abstaining from luxurious food results in a perception that luxury is unnecessary. This perception, in turn, results in less anxiety and greater enjoyment of food in general.

Epicurus’ framing of ethics as a single long-term optimization problem is a masterpiece of parsimony. But Epicurus did not take his project far enough. Epicurean ethics could be extended to describe all mental function, even to the lowest sensory processing; and it could be extended to describe all behavior, not just the ideal behavior of the wise man. First of all, the Epicurean training of perception extended only to value judgments (e.g. perception of bread as delicious), not to low-level perception (e.g. perception that an object is bread). He recognized that there was some variability in the way things looked or sounded for different people and from different vantage points, but attributed this to “some other movement in ourselves that was linked to, but distinct from, the apprehension of the impression”[20], and seemingly did not consider the possibility that low-level perception could be optimized for maximum pleasure. Epicurus’ physics has its own sort of parsimony (everything is explained in terms of collisions of geometrically shaped atoms[21]) but it remains distinct from his ethics. He does insist that animals and human babies naturally seek pleasure,[22] but long-term pleasure optimization is presented only as ethical advice and not as a naturalistic explanation of animal or human psychology writ-large.

The Kabbalah teaches that a soul must return if it fails to fulfill its mission. Thus the soul of Noah, who passively accepted God’s decree that all but his own family should die in the flood, returned to rectify his callousness. It returned in Moses, who bargained his own life when he pleaded with God to save the condemned after the sin of the golden calf, insisting that if the Israelites were not forgiven, he too should be written out of the divine book.[23] Such was the soul of Epicurus: Its mission had to wait for another lifetime.

III - Karl

England, 1967. Eight-year-old Karl Friston crouched in the garden in the summer heat. About twenty minutes earlier, he had overturned a small rotting log and discovered a host of woodlice scrambling for shelter among the surrounding twigs, leaves, and clods. Now, as he watched the last stragglers, he focused on one at a time. As the tiny arthropods scurried around looking for darkness, he realized that they were not looking for darkness at all. They were simply moving faster when warmed by the sun. Otherwise, as far as he could tell, the movement was entirely random. And yet nearly all of the woodlice had managed to find shelter after their log had been removed.[24] Karl reflected on this insight. The woodlice moved with purpose—a singular purpose of finding darkness and moisture—but the individual turn of the woodlouse, the decision to climb over this clod or that one, was entirely purposeless.

God regarded the young Friston through a deep thicket of causes. Down through the most abstract of statistical patterns to the mechanistic interactions of molecules and beyond, God looked through the generative process of reality. And behind a blanket of sensory epithelia lay the boy’s own generative model, built layer upon layer, from the small receptive fields of edge-detecting retinal ganglion cells to plans for what he was going to do that evening and contemplations on the teleology of woodlice. From deep among the abstract causes came Epicurus’ soul, ready to continue its quest for parsimony.

IV - Introducing: The Conclusions

Karl J. Friston is a British neuroscientist and theoretician at University College London. He appears to have an almost fanatical devotion to parsimonious explanations. In his teens, he was “convinced that there should be a singular explanation for the shape of things, just starting from the premise that something existed”.[25] He spent a summer as an undergraduate “trying to get all of physics onto one page”.[26] Friston’s account of the purpose of life—“the free energy principle” or “active inference”—is the culmination of this project:


You may get a sense that the explanations on offer under this framework are rather deflationary… Personally, I am drawn to that parsimony—always trying to chase those early “aha moments” when I was a young boy—when insight meant that something that looked very complicated was, in fact, very simple… at its heart, the free energy principle is the ultimate deflationary (possibly tautological) account.[27]



At this point, I have to resist the urge to start explaining the core principles of active inference. Every time Karl Friston tries to do this, nobody understands what he’s talking about. In his own words, a straightforward explanation of active inference “calls for a clear and crisp writing style that is beyond me”.[28] Part of the problem is that following his arguments requires a peculiar array of background knowledge in probability theory, statistical physics, and machine learning that not many people have. Another part of the problem is that he always explains the least intuitive bits first and then insists that everything else was already implied by the first stuff. This is because, from the perspective of someone who understands the free energy principle, the only reason why the later parts of the picture should hang together is that they emerge from the same underlying math. In Friston’s words, these bits are just “a number of interesting corollaries” to the core mathematical truth.[29] I suspect that this assumption is wrong. After all, in spite of its lack of underlying math, Epicurean ethics is suspiciously similar to active inference—including a whole bunch of those “interesting corollaries”. As it happens, Epicureans were generally against math altogether.[30]

So rather than explaining the core principles of active inference directly, let's take the route of comparison. In the rest of this section I’m going to go through a number of similarities between Epicurus and Friston. Once we’ve gone through these disparate similarities, I’ll work backwards to establish the core unifying principles. By the end, you should have a good sense for the general vibes of Friston’s thinking—his intellectual soul—without the need for any math.

Both Friston and Epicurus frame behavior as minimizing a particular value over the long term. For both, this is true minimization in the sense that there is a zero value which is the_telos_ of all behavior—the purpose of life. Friston’s soul is one that can contain as much nuance as necessary, but only in the name of a single unifying principle. To appreciate this in Epicurus, you need to appreciate what he means by “pleasure”:


When we say that pleasure is our goal, we do not mean the pleasures of the prodigal or the self-indulgent, as the ignorant think, or those who disagree with or misinterpret our views. By pleasure we mean the absence of pain in the body and torment in the soul.[31]



The implication here is that perfect bliss means not giving a single shit about anything: to feel null, zero.[32] Indeed, Epicurus’ gods don’t care about humanity (or anything else that might change) in the slightest. If they did, they wouldn’t be perfectly happy (by definition), and that lack of happiness would be at odds with their “blessedness”.[33] Friston’s version of “pain in the body and torment in the soul” is free energy. Free energy goes to zero when the organism is performing perfect rational (i.e. Bayesian) inference based on sensory input and all incoming sensations are predicted with perfect certainty.[34] This of course never happens in real life, because of the “never-ending threat of entropic erosion”[35], or as Epicurus calls it, “fortune”. Nevertheless, “fortune impinges but little on a wise man”[36], and Friston’s active inference agent “maintains sensory states within a narrow range”[37] as close as possible to the zero point.

A shared view on minimization is not the only thing the two thinkers have in common. According to both, the purpose of life is “to engineer a world of predictability, harmony and (generalized) synchrony, in which there is no uncertainty about what to do—or what will happen,”[38] but in order to know what to do, we need to know what will happen if we do it, and in order to know what will happen, we need to try things out. You have to go out of your comfort zone to find a better comfort zone. Simply navigating in the direction of greatest tranquility is therefore not enough, since we also have to learn more about the world in order to figure out how to get there, and to ensure that we can stay in our pleasant niche by being prepared to deal with anything that might arise to threaten our tranquility. Thus, for both Friston and Epicurus, the idea that nobody has quite achieved the purpose of life is precisely the source of the behavioral dynamics (or ethical advice) that define their respective systems. Per Friston:


We actively carve our ecological niches to render them more predictable and less surprising. This is evident in the ways we construct our physical spaces (e.g., refuges and cities that give shelter from uncontrolled natural forces) and cultural spaces (e.g. , societies with laws and deontic norms that give shelter from anarchic social forces). In all these examples, we usually need to accept some short-term increase of entropy or surprise (e.g. when we build something new or shift social stances) to ensure their long-term decrease.[39]



Accepting a short-term increase of entropy is a great summary of Epicurus’ advice about food: Because you perceive a meal of barley cake and water as a painful experience (Friston might say that such a meal diverges from your general expectations about what meals are), and because you are likely to have to eat meals of barley cake and water once in a while, you might choose to eat barley cake and water more, so as to shift your expectations and be less disturbed by such meals in the future. The fundamental point here is that pain/free energy can be reduced by both changing beliefs (to view barley cake as tastier) and by changing actions (towards the kind of meal that you’ll be able to eat steadily going forward). Friston’s soul is not content with an explanation of belief updating or an explanation of decision-making—it has to be both at the same time.

Epicureanism is one of those philosophies that advocates certain beliefs on the basis that holding those beliefs will make you happy (see also Buddhism[40]). This stance makes it deeply unclear whether the beliefs in question are also supposed to be_correct_, or whether objective Truth is just besides the point. In fact, Epicurus explicitly says that there’s no value to objective Truth apart from its hedonic value:


If we were not harassed by apprehensions caused by celestial phenomena and by the fear that death somehow affects us, and by our failure to comprehend the limits of pains and desires, we would have no need for natural science.[41]



So Truth does matter, but only insofar as it helps us interpret and navigate the types of things we actually encounter in life. This is a central point in Friston’s philosophy too. Thus Andy Clark, the foremost translator of Friston’s thinking into philosophical language, writes:


Consider the perception of sentence structure during speech processing… When we (as native speakers) encounter such a sound stream, we hear a sequence of words, separated by gaps. The sound stream itself, however, is perfectly continuous, as a spectrogram quite dramatically reveals. Those gaps are added by the listener. What we encounter in perception is in that sense a construct. But it is a construct that tracks real structure in the signal source (other agents producing strings of distinct meaningful words). The predictive brain here lets us see through the noisy, sensory signal to uncover the humanly relevant aspects of the world giving rise to the waves of sensory stimulation… Perception of this stripe is ‘not-indirect’ since what we perceive is not itself a hypothesis (or model, or fantasy, or virtual reality). Instead, what we perceive is (when all is going well) the structured external world itself. But this is not the world ‘as it is’, where that implies the problematic notion… of a world represented independent of human concerns and human action repertoires. Rather, it is a world parsed according to our organism-specific needs and action repertoire. The world thus revealed may be populated with items such as hidden but tasty prey, poker hands, handwritten digits, and structured, meaningful, sentences.[42]



Framing useful knowledge as inherently organism- and environment-dependent means, of course, that the optimal “Truth” may be different for different people in different contexts. Epicurus recognizes this in the case of justice (i.e. optimal norms for mutual protection from turmoil), which may be different in different regions[43], and Friston likewise states that “the particular minimum free-energy solutions associated with [different organisms] will be unique to each conspecific and its econiche.”[44] The pain-reduction view of Truth also leads to some deeper points about epistemology, most notably the need to avoid ambiguous causality. In his discussion of the motions of heavenly bodies, Epicurus warns:


On such questions we must admit no plurality of causes or alternative explanations… there is nothing in the knowledge of settings, risings, eclipses, and all related phenomena that contributes to our happiness… Accordingly, if we discover multiple causes for solstices, risings, settings, eclipses, and the like… then when we discover that it could occur in many different ways we will be as free of distress as if we knew that it occurred in that particular way.



To an ancient Greek, an eclipse could happen for any number of reasons, and even if some of those reasons might be worth knowing about, observing the eclipse is not going to help you decrease disturbance because it is not going to help you disambiguate. Through my Friston-colored glasses it looks like Epicurus is saying to steer clear of aliased states. Here’s the Friston version:


In artificial intelligence and robotics, states that bring the same observation (e.g., two T-junctions of a maze that look identical) are sometimes called aliased and are generally hard to deal with using simple methods (e.g., stimulus-response, with no inference or memory). The problem is that we cannot know which state we occupy from current observations alone. Active inference avoids getting into such situations in the first place, given their low potential for information gain.[45]



This is part of the reason that people don’t spend much time in dark empty rooms, despite the fact that dark empty rooms are very easy to predict (i.e. minimally disturbing) in the moment. Much like observing an eclipse, sitting in a dark empty room doesn’t help resolve important questions about the world. Certain long-term possibilities—starving to death, for example—would be very disturbing indeed for creatures that need to eat regularly, and those things would be hard to keep tabs on from inside a dark empty room.[46]

V - The Core Principles

If the tenets of active inference hold together so nicely then and now, there must be some core insight that leads to them. Like all math, Friston’s formulas start from certain axioms. But since I’m claiming that you don’t need anything so arcane and explicit, I’m going to take a stab at identifying the core premises in a more intuitive way—one that Epicurus might be able to get behind.


	At the level of individual actions, behavior (even the behavior of your favorite humans) is deeply inconsistent and even erratic. Sometimes we have burritos for dinner and sometimes curry. Cognitive psychology experiments that were carefully designed to have perfectly consistent conditions are nonetheless plagued by mysterious fluctuations in participants’ behavior.[47] When repeatedly faced with a particular choice that has a higher probability of reward, people still choose the lower probability option pretty regularly.[48] It turns out that heart-rate variability is a good thing. Etc. So it doesn’t make sense to express behavior in terms of particular actions that are preferred or not.

	On the other hand, behavior clearly has a teleology, at least in that good people (or people who are good at being people) also appear to be stable. Well-adapted people maintain the same friendships for a long time, choose a consistent career, and have a consistent manner of speaking. Taking this a bit further, well-adapted people tend to maintain roughly the same body temperature and heart rate, and don’t stop breathing for more than a minute or two. So where does all this consistency come from?

	It's not just behavior that’s erratic. Everything else in the world is also constantly in flux, and lots of things that appear stable fall apart sooner or later.



The third observation is the key to resolving the first two: To remain stable in an ever-changing environment, you have to change along with it. This means settling into the most stable lifestyle possible, building a support network, and learning to rely on nothing more than the types of things that are least likely to disappear suddenly. The drive to remain stable translates into a negative definition of pleasure, since stability is the absence of change. And the short-term inconsistency vs. long-term stability paradox is resolved by a long-term optimization problem. The fact that the world is unpredictable but not entirely random results in the need to learn about it as effectively as possible. This means avoiding things that don’t inform you about the relevant factors, and believing only those beliefs that help you maintain your stability in your environment.

VI - So What?

Epicurean ethics and Fristonian active inference are structurally very similar. Perhaps Friston was influenced by Hellenistic philosophy? As it happens, Friston does occasionally cite a Hellenistic philosophical school as the progenitor of the intellectual tradition on which he is building, but it isn’t Epicureanism. Instead, it is “the students of Plato.”[49] By this I’m pretty sure he means the Academic skeptics, a movement within Plato’s Academy that saw Truth as only indirectly accessible through empirical observation, such that the best a philosopher can hope to do is to live by whatever explanation seems most plausible.[50] Friston’s philosophy is similar to Academic skepticism in that free energy agents perform plausibility–based (i.e. approximately Bayesian) inference on incoming sensory information to try to figure out useful stuff about their world. This is a worthy comparison, and the Academic skeptics certainly deserve their place in the history of philosophy. But in this context I think it’s a red herring. Not only is Epicureanism the clear winner in terms of overall similarity to active inference—Epicureanism is also similar to active inference_in particular_, and much less similar to the Bayesian brain frameworks that Friston lists as inspirations.[51] These other frameworks are all about passive perception. In Friston’s words, “the free-energy principle brings something else to the table – it says that action should also minimize free energy.”[52] Folding action into the long-term optimization problem is precisely what makes Fristonian active inference so similar to Epicureanism. Both see action and perception as complementary and mutually inextricable ways to minimize disturbance. Both recognize that this entails a delicate balance between increasing discomfort in the short term and decreasing it in the long term, though short-term discomfort is only worthwhile if it resolves some uncertainty down the line. And both understand the implication for epistemology—that the optimal “Truth” is dependent on the organism and environment in question.

Philosophies can be similar because of direct influence, but they can also be similar because groups of coherent ideas go together. I think this is an example of the latter. Sometimes there are intuitive reasons why these groups of ideas should hang together, but sometimes the connections are not obvious. Peter Adamson, the host of my favorite philosophy podcast, sums up this sentiment nicely:


I see philosophy above all as an exploration of the interrelation between ideas. Philosophy doesn’t directly show us what the Truth is, rather it shows us how ideas and proposals hang together. That if I make a certain assumption, or argument, certain consequences will follow, and that there are certain objections I will have to face.[53]



Karl Friston has mathematical proofs for why the various corollaries of the free energy principle must hang together. In some absolute sense, this math must be the true reason why these ideas hang together, whether in Friston or Epicurus or anywhere else. But I’m here to say that you don’t need to understand the full proofs in order to appreciate the unity of the framework, and you don’t need to know much about machine learning or statistical physics either. Epicurus got pretty close without any of this, and so did his followers for centuries afterward. The core ideas are straightforward; Friston just came along to finish the job and formulate them as laws of physics (and algorithms that can be run on a computer).

This has been a review of Karl Friston’s soul. As a psychology researcher, I have a lot more to say about active inference and the value it may or may not have for the field. But here I’ve tried to focus on the core—to give an account of what Friston is getting at and how he got there, without recourse to arcane mathematics. I’ve posited that his vibes are similar to Epicurus’s, both in his radical parsimony and his particular conclusions. Friston took up Epicurus’s basic train of thought, and took it a bit further until it encompassed just about everything: The world is chaotic, but organisms manage to stay more or less the same thing. This might as well be the definition of an organism: a bit of stuff that controls the chaos so as to stay steady-ish within its boundaries. Anything that does this (i.e. anything that continues to be more or less itself) must be constantly exploring options and taking small risks to figure out how best to stay stable as the world changes around it. This is why Friston says that the free energy principle is “almost tautological”: anything that remains stable must be dealing with external instability somehow, otherwise it wouldn’t remain stable. Recall that the young Friston was “convinced that there should be a singular explanation for the shape of things, just starting from the premise that something existed”. This is precisely what active inference is for living organisms; if an organism exists, it must have a shape that plunges and tacks and veers with its surroundings, explores uncharted territory, minimizes surprise overall, etc. The better it does this, the more it will continue to exist.
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The Spreadsheet: Humanity's Most Misunderstood Programming Language

Spreadsheets are everywhere. They run municipal budgets, shape epidemiological models, bankroll Hollywood, and occasionally sink multimillion-dollar trading desks. They are also, at heart, a soft-spoken programming language masquerading as stationery. This review asks: how did a grid of boxes become the quiet engine of commerce; what does it do uniquely well; and why do its greatest strengths double as existential flaws?

In 1979 two Harvard Business School graduates released VisiCalc, the "visible calculator".[1] It sold Apple II machines to MBAs faster than Space Invaders ever could. Over the next decade Lotus 1-2-3 and Microsoft Excel colonised finance, science and football transfer gossip alike. By 1996, an estimated 90 percent of the world's financial models lived in Excel workbooks.[2] Even today, the rail operator Deutsche Bahn schedules rolling stock in Excel files so large that a single sheet, if printed, would stretch for three kilometres.[3]

We love the grid for several reasons. A spreadsheet is a living ledger. Numbers appear where you type them; formulas display results in the very cell that stores them. There is no compile button, no run loop; there is only immediate, tactile feedback. This speaks to its visual literalism. Furthermore, people collaborate on spreadsheets because the on-boarding cost is a right-click away. Even sophisticated Python users will prototype in Excel before moving to pandas. A CFO can inspect the same file a junior analyst edits. There are no separate development and user realms, illustrating its low transaction costs.

But what could possibly go wrong? Spreadsheets fail silently. A missing "$" in a cell reference is invisible to the casual reviewer yet can propagate a hundred rows downward. The London Olympics once oversold 10,000 tickets because of a single-cell mis-paste. [4] This is the silent error syndrome.[5] Then there is version-control purgatory. A Git merge conflict is painful; a chain of "final_v2_THISONE.xlsx" emails is worse. Because spreadsheets blur code and data,[6] classical versioning tools struggle.[7] Finally, spreadsheets contribute to the modelling-as-fact illusion. Stakeholders reading a colourful Excel dashboard often forget that every number rests on fragile assumptions. When VaR models built in spreadsheets underestimated tail risk in 2007, billions evaporated before anyone noticed.[8]

What about alternatives? R, Python, even no-code BI suites promise rigour. Yet each demands either programming fluency or up-front schema design. Spreadsheets win by surrendering rigour for accessibility. They are the WordPerfect of numbers: good enough, everywhere, and installed.

So, how can we move towards safer cells? Spreadsheet aficionados propose three remedies: linting tools that flag inconsistent formulas;[9] typed ranges that disallow text-in-numeric cells;[10] and integration with Git-like history. All exist, none dominate, because the market rewards compatibility over discipline.

In conclusion, the spreadsheet is not obsolete; it is immortal precisely because it is flawed. Like human language, its ambiguity delivers the creative freedom that closed systems cannot. We should neither worship nor discard it. Rather, we must treat it as what it is: the most successful accidental programming language ever invented.


Notes


[1]

VisiCalc creator Dan Bricklin recounts the launch in his 2014 TEDx talk.



[2]

The earliest scholarly estimate of Excel market share appears in Brown (1997), Journal of Applied Finance.



[3]

Deutsche Bahn anecdote from personal interview with a scheduling engineer, 2019.



[4]

London 2012 ticketing error: LOCOG press office note, 8 August 2012.



[5]

On silent spreadsheet risk: Panko, R. (2015) "What We Know About Spreadsheet Errors", University of Hawai'i.



[6]

See Felienne Hermans' EU Parliament testimony (2021) on code vs. spreadsheets in banking.



[7]

For version-control pain, compare GitHub's git-xl plugin adoption numbers (less than 5,000 stars) with plain Excel's 750 million users.



[8]

The 2007 VaR mis-pricing is chronicled in Everything Everywhere Investment Bank internal audit, leaked 2010.



[9]

Linting tools include Microsoft's own Spreadsheet Inquire, plus open-source XLTest.



[10]

Typed-range proposal: Finkelstein et al. (2023), "Toward a Type System for the Grid", arXiv:2301.12345.






The Synaptic Plasticity And Memory Hypothesis

[This is one of the finalists in the 2025 review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. I’ll be posting about one of these a week for several months. When you’ve read them all, I’ll ask you to vote for a favorite, so remember which ones you liked]

I. THE TASTE OF VICTORY

The Tupinambá people ate their enemies. This fact scared Hans Staden, a German explorer who was captured by Tupinambá warriors in 1554, when they caught him by surprise during a hunting expedition. As their prisoner for nearly a year, Staden observed a number of their cannibalism rituals. They were elaborate, public affairs; here’s a description of them from Duffy and Metcalf’s The Return of Hans Staden, an assessment of Staden’s voyage and claims: (Ch. 2, pg. 51-52)


First a rope was placed around the neck of the captive so that he might not escape; at night the rope was tied to the hammock in which the captive slept. Straps that were not removed were placed above and below the knees. The captives were given women, who guarded them and also slept with them. These women were high-status daughters and sisters of chiefs; they were unmarried and sometimes gave birth to the child of a captive. Some of the captives might be held for a period of time until corn was planted and new large clay vessels—for drink and cooking flesh—were made. Guests were invited to the ceremony, and they often arrived eight to fifteen days in advance of it. A special small house was erected, with no walls but with a roof, in which the captives were placed with women and guards two or three days before the ceremony. In the other houses, feathers were prepared for a headdress or for body ornamentation, and inks were made for tattoos. Women and girls prepared fifty to one hundred vats of fermented manioc beer. Then, when all was ready, they painted the victim’s face blue, mounted a headdress of wax covered with feathers on him, and wound a cotton cord around his waist. The guests began to drink in the afternoon and continued all through the night. At dawn, the one who was to do the killing came out with a long, painted wooden club and smashed the captive on the head, splitting it open. The attacker then withdrew for eight to fifteen days of abstinence while the others ate the cooked flesh of the captive and finished all of the drink made for the occasion.



Staden himself was supposed to be eaten, but through a mix of luck and deception managed to convince the Tupinambá that he should not be. Among other reasons, he claimed that their God didn’t like the idea of him being eaten: (Ch. 2, pg. 61)


When the families in Nhaêpepô-oaçú’s hut began to return from Mambucabe, they came sobbing with terrible news. Disease had broken out during the two weeks when Nhaêpepô-oaçú and his people were there rebuilding the long houses that had been burned down by the Tupinikin. … Shocked at the impact of the disease that descended so suddenly and with such devastating results, the Tupinambá struggled to understand the meaning of the outbreak. Staden’s prophecy of the anger of the moon was re- interpreted to foretell the sickness that befell them. Nhaêpepô-oaçú’s brother came to Staden and said: “My brother suspects that your God must be angry.” Staden immediately insisted that this in fact was the case: “I told him yes, my God was angry, because he wanted to eat me.”



His final deception was to talk his way onto a French ship, the Catherine, in late 1554. After four months crossing the Atlantic, Europe was in sight, and he was free. He later wrote a bestselling memoir about his time among the Tupinambá, whose English translation was hilariously titled True History: An Account of Cannibal Captivity in Brazil.
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A woodcutting illustration from Staden’s book that illustrates part of a Tupinambá cannibalism ritual. True history, visualized.

At one point in his book, Staden recounts admonishing a Tupinambá warrior named Cunhambebe about eating human flesh. From Duffy and Metcalf: (Ch. 2, pg. 67)


Staden writes that Cunhambebe held a leg to his mouth and asked him if he wanted to eat it. Staden refused, saying that even animals did not eat their own species. Cunhambebe replied in Tupi, according to Staden: “Jau war sehe [Jauára ichê]”: “I am a tiger” (i.e., the American jaguar). Then he said, Staden writes, “it tastes good.”



Why did they eat their enemies? Partly for revenge, partly because well-cooked people (apparently) taste good, and partly because the associated festivities were fun. But another reason might have been that they could obtain some of their enemy’s strength—their courage and bravery, for example—by eating them. At least according to Wikipedia,


The warriors captured from other Tupi tribes were eaten as it was believed by them that this would lead to their strength being absorbed and digested; thus, in fear of absorbing weakness, they chose only to sacrifice warriors perceived to be strong and brave.



I had a hard time finding support for this claim elsewhere. The closest I could find was some discussion by Neil Whitehead, an anthropologist and one of the translators of a recent English version of Staden’s memoir, regarding possible motives for Tupinambá cannibalism rituals beyond revenge. He writes:


… it is Staden’s testimony in particular that allows latter-day interpreters to escape the sterile vision of Tupi war and cannibalism as merely an intense aspect of a revenge complex. By making the crucial connection between killing and the accumulation of beautiful names, as described by Staden, Viveiros de Castro is able to elaborate the motivations for war and cannibalism beyond the ‘revenge’ model …



Whether or not the Wikipedia claim is true, the idea that you can acquire some of a person’s essence by eating them isn’t unique to the Tupinambá; it’s enough of a meme that it has its own TVTropes page. You’re probably familiar with at least some of the examples listed there.

From a modern vantage point, it’s clear that if groups like the Tupinambá practiced cannibalism for the purpose of acquiring aspects of their enemies, they were misguided. Maybe they could get some protein by doing this, but they certainly couldn’t acquire any of the things that make us fundamentally human, courage and bravery included. You can’t get anything cognitive—personality! memories! identity!—by eating someone’s arm, or leg, or heart. They’re just a bunch of molecules, no longer meaningfully linked to the core features of the former person.

Right?

II. PERSONAL IDENTITY AND HEART TRANSPLANTS

People that have gotten heart transplants sometimes report extremely weird changes afterward. Mitchell Liester, a doctor and Assistant Clinical Professor at the University of Colorado’s School of Medicine, has collected a bunch of examples of this in an article titled “Personality changes following heart transplantation: The role of cellular memory” (Medical Hypotheses, 2020). For example, an avid meat-eater received a heart from a vegetarian, and claimed post-transplant:


“I hate meat now. I can’t stand it. I was McDonald’s biggest money maker, and now meat makes me throw up. Actually, when I even smell it, my heart starts to race.”



Another woman, Claire Sylvia, received a heart-lung transplant from an 18-year-old man and seemed to acquire his taste for beer, green peppers, and chicken nuggets. The donor apparently liked chicken nuggets so much that they were found on him when he died.

But you might think that this isn’t that weird. Getting a heart transplant is a major operation that involves lots of drugs (e.g., for immune suppression and anesthesia) and surgery, and it’s at least plausible that the associated trauma to your body changes what foods taste good to you.

But some of the other accounts are weirder. A lesbian that received a heart from a 19-year-old heterosexual woman reports becoming predominantly sexually attracted to men:


“… I’m engaged to be married now. He’s a great guy and we love each other. The sex is terrific. The problem is, I’m gay. At least, I thought I was. After my transplant, I’m not… I don’t think anyway… I’m sort of semi- or confused gay. Women still seem attractive to me, but my boyfriend turns me on. Women don’t. I have absolutely no desire to be with a woman. I think I got a gender transplant.”



A man who received a heart from a passionate young musician reports suddenly becoming obsessed with classical music, listening to it for hours on end and greatly annoying his wife in the process:


“… he’s driving me nuts with the classical music. He doesn’t know the name of one song and never, never listened to it before. Now, he sits for hours and listens to it. He even whistles classical music songs that he could never know.”



Consider this snippet about a 5-year-old boy who received a heart from a 3-year-old boy:


Some recipients develop aversions after obtaining a new heart. For example, a 5-year-old boy received the heart of a 3-year-old boy but was not told the age or cause of his donor’s death. Still, he offered the following description of his donor following surgery: “He’s just a little kid. He’s a little brother like about half my age. He got hurt bad when he fell down. He likes Power Rangers a lot I think, just like I used to. I don’t like them anymore though”. The donor died after falling from an apartment window while trying to reach a Power Ranger toy that had fallen on the ledge of the window. After receiving his new heart, the recipient would not touch Power Rangers.



Leister includes a number of stories like this: a nine-year-old boy avoids water after getting a heart from a little girl who drowned; a college professor began to have recurring dreams about a flash of light burning his face after getting a heart from a police officer who died in a shooting during a drug bust; a woman often feels the pain of the car accident that killed her donor. It’s possible that all these people are lying, but the phenomenon is apparently common enough that this seems unlikely. It also doesn’t seem likely that what they report is just due to a surgery-related brain injury. In many cases, organ receivers report information about their donor, including information about their name, or their cause of death, that they didn’t appear to have access to.

Claire Sylvia wrote a whole memoir, playfully called A Change of Heart, about the changes she experienced. Here’s a dream she wrote about, as quoted in a great Psychology Today article:


“I’m in an open outdoor place with grass all around. It’s summer. With me is a young man who is tall, thin, and wiry, with sandy-colored hair. His name is Tim—I think it’s Tim Leighton, but I’m not sure. I think of him as Tim L. We’re in a playful relationship, and we’re good friends.

“It’s time for me to leave, to join a performing group of acrobats. I start to walk away from him, but I suddenly feel that something remains unfinished between us. I turn around and go back to him to say goodbye. Tim is standing there watching me, and he seems happy when I return.

“Then we kiss. And as we kiss, I inhale him into me. It feels like the deepest breath I’ve ever taken, and I know that Tim will be with me forever.”



She inhaled him. That’s almost a bit too on the nose. She didn’t know it at the time, but her donor’s name was Tim Lamirande. Spooky, right?
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The cover of Claire Sylvia’s memoir. Sylvia received a heart-lung transplant from an 18-year-old man, and reported changes in personality and preference that mimicked the man’s.

Is there something special about the heart? In a newer article titled “Personality Changes Associated with Organ Transplants” (Transplantology, 2024) Liester and coauthors claim that other kinds of transplants, like kidney and liver transplants, can produce similar changes. It really seems like it’s the internalization of part of someone else that matters, not the internalization of their heart specifically.

I really encourage you to read these stories. They’re crazy. If even a quarter of them are true, they speak to something deep about the biology of personal identity and memory that we don’t yet understand. How could a heart recipient inherit memories of how their donor died?

Then again, the world is full of kooky stories about inexplicable phenomena, and many of these stories are probably fake, no matter how many people strongly and sincerely believe them. Everyone’s heard about out-of-body experiences and psychic phenomena. Despite the many believers in psi, and despite their many earnest accounts of events seemingly outside the bounds of science as we know it—heck, even despite serious attempts to study some of these phenomena, and secret funding from the U.S. government to do so, in some cases—we probably ought to remain skeptical.

And part of that skepticism comes from our hard-won knowledge about how the physical world works. For example, we probably shouldn’t believe someone that claims to be able to bend spoons with their mind, because the laws of physics don’t provide any plausible ways this can happen. As far as we know, some type of signal has to physically propagate from the body of the spoonbender to the spoon in order for them to bend it. And given our knowledge of possible physical signals, there are only so many ways this can happen. No one has found that spoonbenders’ brains produce any long-range waves, electromagnetic or otherwise, capable of bending a spoon. Since “the laws of physics underlying the phenomena of everyday life are completely known”, and are moreover extremely well-supported, we should be extra skeptical of claimed phenomena that appear to violate them.

(Side note: the firm belief that psi phenomena must occur in accordance with the laws of physics motivated a number of physicists to study whether quantum mechanics could explain things like spoonbending. Physicist and historian David Kaiser writes entertainingly about these physicists in How the Hippies Saved Physics.)

The relevant knowledge for evaluating these heart transplant stories is our knowledge of biology, and how human memory works. And everyone knows memories are stored in the brain, not the heart, so we ought to be highly skeptical.

They are just in the brain, right?

…Right?

…

This leads us to the subject of our review: the synaptic plasticity and memory hypothesis.

III. THE SYNAPTIC PLASTICITY AND MEMORY HYPOTHESIS

As formalized by Martin, Greenwood, and Morris in a 2000 review paper, the synaptic plasticity and memory hypothesis (SPM) claims:


Activity-dependent synaptic plasticity is induced at appropriate synapses during memory formation, and is both necessary and sufficient for the information storage underlying the type of memory mediated by the brain area in which that plasticity is observed.



More simply, it says that learning and memory amount to changes in synaptic weights, the connections between neurons. According to this hypothesis, what it physically means to learn something, or store a memory, is to make one or more connections between neurons stronger or weaker.

For most people even vaguely familiar with neuroscience and the brain, this claim rings as trivially true. This idea is so entrenched, in fact, that I'd wager most people don't even know it has a name. (I didn’t, anyway.) The most popular quantitative models of the brain, artificial neural networks (ANNs), assume that the strengths of the connections between neurons, or “weights”, completely determine how networks behave. These are the things that are assumed to change during learning, maybe through an algorithm like backpropagation, or maybe through something that looks more like Hebbian learning. If these models learn something, or store a memory, it has to be through changes in weights.

In AI, too, weights are king. The term “weights” is even used as a synonym for “model parameters”. Weights are the numbers that completely characterize what a state-of-the-art model has learned through expensive training, and these days they can be ferociously protected trade secrets.

The SPM hypothesis is one of the most well-supported theories in the life sciences, and might fairly be called the cornerstone hypothesis of neuroscience. It’s one of the key assumptions of a framework called connectionism, which posits that all of the things that make us human—our ability to talk, think, reason, remember, and so on—follow from networks of interacting neurons, and changes in the strengths of connections between those neurons. It’s a framework that used to be somewhat controversial, but that most neuroscientists accept these days. And they accept it for good reasons, both empirical and philosophical; it’s been extremely successful!

And yet I think it’s wrong, or at least woefully incomplete. In this review, I’ll rant about why.

Usefully, Morris et al. lay out a set of criteria for deciding whether the SPM hypothesis is true:
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Criteria from Martin, Greenwood, and Morris for evaluating the SPM hypothesis.

But they really just boil down to necessity and sufficiency. Is a synaptic weight change necessary for an animal to learn or memorize something? If a mouse receives a shock (a common stimulus in fear conditioning experiments), could we in principle look inside its brain and find synaptic weights that encode the memory of that shock? If we found such weights, could we modify the memory, or even generate an entirely new fake memory, by perturbing them?

Is a synaptic weight change sufficient for encoding learning and memory? If we changed some weights, and only some weights, can we change a memory? Can we make a new memory from scratch just by modifying synaptic weights, or would we have to change something else too? Learning and memory happen if and only if synaptic weight changes happen; that’s the SPM hypothesis in a nutshell.

When I say that the SPM hypothesis is wrong, I mean it’s wrong in the same way that something like Newton’s laws are wrong: it’s useful, but its domain of applicability is limited. In particular, I am not saying that synaptic weight changes are not causally related to learning and memory. They almost certainly are, and this point is so well-established that saying otherwise just seems wrong.

To understand my issue, it’s useful to distinguish between what I’ll call the strong SPM hypothesis and the weak SPM hypothesis. The strong version says that learning/memory is literally physically equivalent to changes in synaptic weights. The weak version says that learning/memory can be stored in changes to synaptic weights, but isn’t only stored in them. I believe the weak version, but not the strong version.

In principle, worrying about this distinction could amount to pedantry. Maybe there are other mechanisms for learning or storing memories, but they’re weird edge cases, and mostly don’t matter for the kinds of learning and memory we typically care about. I don’t think this is true, for reasons that will become clear as we go on.

The crux of my negative review of the SPM hypothesis is this: cells are extraordinarily complex molecular machines, and there’s a lot going on inside of them that the SPM hypothesis implicitly neglects. We often abstract away most of the biophysical complexity of neurons, which are cells. As cells, they take up physical space, and can have weird, complicated shapes. They talk to other (not necessarily neural) cells. Each individual neuron has a complicated (gene regulatory) network inside it, whose complexity parallels that of many of our models of entire neural circuits. Do we really think that none of this complexity is involved in processes as complicated and multiscale as learning and memory?

You might respond: sure, neurons are cells and cells are complicated, but we can abstract away those details, and imagine that whatever is going on inside cells ultimately just serves the modification of synaptic weights. I also don’t think this is true, and will try to argue against it.

How should we proceed? First I’ll say a little bit about the history of the SPM hypothesis, so we know how we got here, and what competing ideas fell by the wayside. Then I’ll talk about necessity and sufficiency. Finally, I’ll talk about an alternative hypothesis that I think is more promising, and that can, among other things, potentially explain the weird heart transplant stories discussed above.

IV. A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE HYPOTHESIS

Especially since the early 2010s, when exponential success in AI started to drive significant progress in neuroscience (and lead to many articles like “A deep learning framework for neuroscience”), the SPM hypothesis has become something of a dogma. Like I said above, the most popular models of real neural networks are artificial ones, which learn features and behaviors entirely through changes in synaptic weights. By design, this hypothesis class excludes other interesting possibilities.

But the SPM hypothesis wasn’t always the only game in town. Fortuitously, I found a chapter in a 1976 neuroscience textbook by Nobel Prize winner Eric Kandel (Cellular Basis of Behavior) that recounts some of the history of ideas regarding neuronal plasticity. It’s a pretty surreal experience reading this chapter now, many decades later, since the relevant paradigms have changed so much.

In Kandel’s telling, there are two main hypotheses for explaining why and how behavior changes—and hence, learning and memory—are possible. He calls them the “dynamic change hypothesis” and “plastic change hypothesis”.

The “dynamic change hypothesis” suggests that learning and memory is due to persistent activity in neural circuits: if you see a picture of a cat, and the associated photons impinge on your retina and travel through your visual system, ripples associated with this activity linger for a while. The fact that they linger causes the system to behave differently, and we can identify the differences in system behavior due to the ripples with learning and memory. Kandel attributes this idea to the physiologist Alexander Forbes (1922) and Lorente de Nó (1938). Nowadays, persistent activity is thought to play a role in short-term memory, but isn’t taken seriously as a hypothesis for universally explaining learning and memory. Kandel doesn’t really take it seriously for this purpose either.

According to Kandel, (Cellular Basis of Behavior, Ch. 11, pg. 476)


The plastic change hypothesis states that learning involves a functional or plastic change in the properties of neurons or in their interconnections.



Note that he says “in the properties of neurons”; he’s referring not just to the connections between neurons (i.e., synaptic weights), but also to their intrinsic properties, like their degree of electrical excitability. This makes the “plastic change hypothesis” somewhat more inclusive than the SPM hypothesis, which only concerns connection strengths.

He primarily attributes the plastic change hypothesis to Santiago Ramón y Cajal, a luminary to whom many other ideas foundational to neuroscience are usually (and probably correctly) attributed. In the mid-1890s, Ramón y Cajal synthesized nascent ideas about the nervous system by other workers, like Lugaro and Tanzi. In a classic 1909 textbook (Histologie du système nerveux de l'homme & des vertébrés), he wrote:


The extension, the growth, and the multiplication of the appendages of the neuron do not stop at birth; they continue and nothing is more striking than the difference between the length and the number of the cellular ramifications, of the second and third order, in a newborn and an adult man.

The new cellular extensions do not grow at random; they have to orient themselves according to major neural currents or according to intracellular associations which are the object of repeated action of will. We think that formation of those new branches is followed by an increased blood flow which brings necessary nutrition. The mechanisms are probably chemo-tactile like the ones we observed during histogenesis of the spinal cord.

The ability of the neurons to grow in an adult and their power to create new associations can explain learning and the fact that man can change his ideological systems. Our hypothesis can even explain the conservation of very old memories such as memories from youth in an old man and in an amnesiac or in a mental patient, because the association pathways that have existed for a long time and have been exercised for many years are probably very powerful and were formed at the time when the plasticity of the neuron was at its maximum.
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Three Ramón y Cajal drawings. The left two depict parts of the adult human cortex; the rightmost depicts part of the cortex of a 1.5 month old infant. Note the vast differences between infant and adult structure.

Later, people like Jerzy Konorski (1948) and Donald Hebb (1949) substantially expanded on the idea. Hebb’s ideas were particularly influential. In Hebb’s famous Organization of Behavior, he wrote:


Let us assume that the persistence or repetition of a reverberatory activity (or “trace”) tends to induce lasting cellular changes that add to its stability. The assumption can be precisely stated as follows: When an axon of cell A is near enough to excite cell B and repeatedly or persistently takes part in firing it, some growth process or metabolic change takes place in one or both cells so that A’s efficiency as one of the cells firing B, is increased.



Hebb’s idea is now usually paraphrased as “neurons that fire together, wire together”.

But when did the plastic change hypothesis become the SPM hypothesis? When did we mostly forget about changes to intrinsic excitability, or changes in other properties of single neurons? (I say “mostly” because people know that intrinsic excitability can change, and you sometimes see studies that acknowledge its existence and say something about it, but the idea remains niche. It seems to be in the category of things that one could pay attention to, but that one doesn’t need to pay attention to in practice. Synaptic weights are thought to be way more important.)

Kandel doesn’t say, probably because he wrote his textbook (remember: 1976!) before the SPM hypothesis supplanted the more general plastic change hypothesis. But Martin, Greenwood, and Morris do comment on this in the introduction to their paper. They reference long-term potentiation (LTP), the phenomenon that increases in synaptic weights can be maintained on a time scale of minutes to months, which was only discovered in mammals in the late 1960s and early 1970s. LTP was given its modern name in 1975, just one year before Kandel’s textbook was published.

Martin, Greenwood, and Morris wrote:


In short, thinking about LTP’s putative role in memory has moved on from a relatively simple hypothesis (Hebb 1949) to a set of more specific ideas about activity-dependent synaptic plasticity and the multiple types of memory that we now know to exist (Kandel & Schwartz 1982, Lynch & Baudry 1984, McNaughton & Morris 1987, Morris & Frey 1997). These distinct hypotheses do, however, share a common core, which we will call the synaptic plasticity and memory (SPM) hypothesis …



They acknowledge the existence of changes to neuron-intrinsic properties like excitability, but view synaptic weight changes as more important, and as most probably the locus of learning and memory storage. Apart from LTP and long-term depression (LTD), which refers to a persistent weakening of synaptic weights,


There are other forms of activity-dependent neuronal plasticity, such as excitatory postsynaptic potential (EPSP)-spike potentiation and changes in membrane properties (e.g. after-hyper-polarization); these are not, in general, input specific. We recognize, but also exclude from detailed discussion, experience-dependent alterations in neurogenesis or cell survival (Kempermann et al 1997, Gould et al 1999, van Praag et al 1999). These may reflect the nervous system creating the neural space for subsequent learning rather than the on-line encoding of the specific experiences that trigger this change.



Interestingly, they also reference the idea (“experience-dependent alterations in neurogenesis or cell survival”) that learning and memory could happen through introducing new neurons to circuits, or removing old neurons, but implicitly claim that such changes aren’t important compared to synaptic weight changes.

In a follow-up review paper from 2014, where Morris is again the last author, Morris essentially sticks to his guns: (Takeuchi, Duszkiewicz, and Morris, Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B, 2014)


Martin et al. laid out a framework for testing rigorously the widely held notion that synaptic potentiation and depression are key players in mediating the creation of memory traces or engrams. That framework has stood the test of time, with exciting new approaches using contemporary techniques exploring the idea further with respect to detectability, anterograde and retrograde alteration. … Critical experiments remain to be done, but the neuroscience community can justifiably feel tantalizingly close to having tested one of the great ideas of modern neuroscience. Forty years on, LTP continues to excite us all as it slowly gives up its mechanistic secrets and reveals its important functional role in learning and memory.



The rough history of the SPM hypothesis, then, goes something like this. Around 1900, there was still much we didn’t know about the nervous system (or biology, for that matter; remember that molecular biology really only got started in the 1950s), but even early workers like Ramón y Cajal recognized that connections between neurons could offer a useful substrate for modulating circuit behavior, and hence for learning and memory. This lead to the “plastic change hypothesis”, which took a more modern form around 1950 with the work of Hebb et al. When LTP and LTD were discovered in the 1970s, and appeared to successfully account for a variety of longer-term forms of learning, the stock of synaptic weight changes rose, and the stock of other known forms of plasticity (e.g., plasticity in single-neuron properties, and in rates of neuron creation and death) fell. By 2000, when the SPM hypothesis paper was published, workers had good reason to believe LTP and LTD explained most learning and memory phenomena of interest. Other forms of synaptic plasticity were discovered after LTP and LTD, like homeostatic plasticity and spike-timing-dependent plasticity, but the SPM hypothesis is general enough to accommodate them. After ANNs succeeded at pretty much every task we threw at them since the early 2010s, and people started to focus on ANN-based models of the brain, the SPM hypothesis became a dogma.

It’s worth pointing out that there are other ideas about potential biological substrates of memory that don’t fit neatly within this linear narrative. We’ll discuss one such idea a bit later.

V. THE NECESSITY OF SYNAPTIC WEIGHT CHANGES FOR MEMORY

The SPM hypothesis says that synaptic weight changes are necessary for learning and memory. Is that true? I think the answer is a strong no, for a few different types of reasons. (And it goes without saying that this will impact my final rating of the SPM hypothesis.)

First, it’s uncontroversial that there are other forms of information storage, even in humans. There’s immune memory, which involves the production of antibodies and changes in T and B cells, all of which help immune systems respond more quickly and effectively to previously encountered pathogens. The existence of this type of memory is majorly responsible for why many of us are not constantly hobbled by sickness.

Apparently there’s some debate over whether immune memory really ‘counts’ as memory, or at least as memory anything like the cognitive forms of memory psychologists study. A paper by philosopher David Colaço (“On Consistently Assessing Alleged Mnemonic Systems (or, why isn’t Immune Memory “really” Memory?)”), says that there are two common arguments against ‘counting’ immune memory as a cognitive-like form of memory:


The first is that the immune system does not exhibit the errors exemplified in human memory, which I call the Error Argument. The second is that the immune system can be described and explained in causal terms alone, which I call the Mere Causal Argument.



The “Error Argument” is about the fact that there are characteristic ways humans misremember things, or can be manipulated to misremember things, for example by prompting. (If you’ve taken an intro psychology course, maybe you’ve heard of the car crash Loftus and Palmer stuff.) The “Mere Causal Argument” is apparently about the requirement that memory, like other cognitive things, ought to involve some latent variables, and not be totally input-dependent. Colaço elaborates:


Many things that might seem cognitive (or specifically mnemonic) can be described and explained in causal terms alone, this argument continues. For instance, Adams and Garrison claim that the behavior of bacteria might initially seem cognitive, but “on closer inspection there are complete explanations (none of which constitute cognitive processing)” (Adams and Garrison 2013, p. 341). They conclude that “there are non-representational explanations of why they do what they do,” such as chemical or physical explanations that are causal, while “the explanation of cognitive behavior includes the representational content of the internal states” (Adams and Garrison 2013, p. 346).



I can’t convey how much I hate this kind of argument and find it stupid. Either you believe everything is ultimately elementary particles obeying the laws of physics, as physicalism posits, or you don’t. If you don’t, fair enough, but I’m not sure how you’d falsify your position. If you do believe this, then thoughts, feelings, and so on are just useful ways of talking about a complex physical system. One way of talking involves molecules, while another way involves things like thoughts and feelings. Just because you can describe the molecular interactions relevant for some memory system, doesn’t mean it’s not a memory system, or not cognitive. Most neuroscientists would agree that an SPM-hypothesis-like account of memory can ultimately be described in terms of interactions between molecules, and moreover would deny that this means it doesn’t count as memory.

There are other known forms of non-synaptic memory, too, with epigenetics being a cool (but not totally well understood) form. One interesting example of it in action: people who were still in the womb during a famine experienced additional health problems later in life, including higher rates of obesity. And in some cases, so did their kids, and their kids’ kids. Their bodies remembered the famine, and passed on that memory to multiple generations of offspring. How? People think that epigenetic changes like DNA methylation are responsible, since these changes can be fairly stable, and can be heritable.

Next, experiments have shown examples of non-synaptic memory storage. A study from the lab of UCLA neurobiologist David Glanzman (“Reinstatement of long-term memory following erasure of its behavioral and synaptic expression in Aplysia”) showed that you can erase synaptic weight changes in sea slugs, and that this doesn’t totally erase the associated memory. The memory could be reinstated—that is, they found you can ‘jog’ the memory of the slugs—which seems to imply that memory was stored somewhere other than in synaptic weights.

A dramatic followup experiment by Glanzman’s group suggested that the memory was at least partly stored as RNA. Their experiment involved sensitizing one slug to touch, by shocking it, extracting RNA from that slug, and then injecting that RNA into a different slug. They found that the second slug became sensitive to touch, as if it had been shocked. In other words, it seems like the ‘memory’ of the shock got transferred! See their 2018 paper (“RNA from Trained Aplysia Can Induce an Epigenetic Engram for Long-Term Sensitization in Untrained Aplysia”), and a related 2019 review article (“Is plasticity of synapses the mechanism of long-term memory storage?”) for more discussion.

Finally, forget about synaptic weight changes, and forget about synapses all together. Even single cells can learn and store memories! To me, this is the most persuasive argument against the necessity of synapses. Single-celled organisms, by definition, are just one cell, and hence have no nervous system or synapses to speak of. Yet it appears that they can learn and store (ethologically relevant) memories. The memories in question are certainly much simpler than what you might have in mind when you imagine human memory; a paramecium isn’t waxing nostalgic over its most recent birthday party. But one can argue that they are memories nonetheless.

What kinds of memories do single cells possess? The full gamut of possibilities is unclear, but a simple and well-studied kind of memory is habituation. The idea is that you take a single cell, and repeatedly subject it to some stimulus, like a physical poke or light flash. Often, cells repeatedly subjected to a stimulus like this will eventually either decide to escape, or become desensitized to the stimulus. If you poke a cell too much, but it comes to ‘think’ that your pokes don’t matter, it starts ignoring them. “You’re just messing with me,” it might say if it could talk.

The habituation behavior of the ciliate Stentor coeruleus is a canonical example. It’s shaped like a tiny trumpet, or rice grain. When it gets physically poked, it contracts. When you poke it enough, it stops responding, and maintains its long tube shape despite your pokes.
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Stentor coeruleus under different states of contraction. It normally looks like a long tube, but contracts as a response to potentially threatening stimuli, like mechanical forces.

Habituation is admittedly extremely simple, but even a behavior as simple as this remains mysterious in some ways. Consider this: if you wait a while after Stentor stops responding, it will ‘recover’. That is, it will respond if you start poking it again. Keep poking it for long enough a second time, and it will stop responding a second time. Here’s the interesting part: in the second ‘round’, it will stop responding to your pokes faster than it did the first time. This implies that it ‘remembers’ that it got poked a bunch sometime in the recent past. In other words, there is the shorter-term memory of the recent pokes (‘the current pokes are not dangerous, so I should stop responding’) and a longer-term memory of less-recent pokes (‘the current pokes are like the previous pokes, which were not dangerous, so I should learn faster this time’). How does this work? There are ideas out there, but the truth is that no one really knows! Obviously, the mechanism for this type of multiple-time-scale memory can’t rely on synapses.

Gershman, Balbi, Gallistel, and Gunawardena discuss some of the history of single-cell learning and related controversies (for example, does this really ‘count’ as learning and memory?) in a recent and readable review paper titled “Reconsidering the evidence for learning in single cells”. Although times are changing, in the mid-twentieth century there was serious resistance to the idea that single cells could learn and store memories. Beatrice Gelber was a pioneering scientist that studied learning in protozoa like paramecia. As Gershman et al. recount, she encountered substantial resistance to the idea that paramecia could exhibit sophisticated learning, even from other psychologists working on paramecia. Donald Jensen, one such psychologist, wrote:


Gelber freely applies to Protozoa concepts (reinforcement and approach response) and situations (food presentation) developed with higher metazoan animals. I feel that such application overestimates the sensory and motor capabilities of this organism… If analogies are necessary, a more apt one might be that of an earthworm which crawls and eats its way through the earth, blundering onto food-rich soil and avoiding light, heat, and dryness. Gelber’s assertion loses its force when the blind, filter-feeding mode of life of Paramecia is considered.



As Gershman et al. note, this is probably a bad analogy, since worms have been found to exhibit fairly sophisticated learning and memory! This was clear even in 1957, when Jensen wrote.

If you buy that single cells can learn and store memories, you should probably also believe that the associated mechanisms, which must be based on molecules internal to the cell rather than synaptic weights, are probably widely conserved across evolution. After all, evolution is a tinkerer, and something that previously worked is extremely likely to be used again. This is especially true for things that are really important, like developmental mechanisms—so why not for memory, something similarly basic and important?

Relatedly, it seems unlikely that no organism could learn or remember anything before synapses existed. There had to be some other, simpler mechanism that worked before large-scale, synapse-based neural networks were common. But if this is true, why wouldn’t it continue to be used in one form or another after modifications to synaptic weights began to play a role in learning and memory?

(On the other hand, it’s certainly true that one mechanism can strongly supplant another. Consider that lesions to the motor cortex, a relatively newer brain structure, are devastating to humans, but not necessarily that serious for other mammals. The motor cortex is just one brain area involved in motor control, but is particularly dominant in humans. How to think about this isn’t completely clear.)

Before I end this section, I want to go back to one of the arguments Colaço discussed. It seems like a lot of our argument hinges on what we mean by learning and memory. If we accept that the simple changes in behavior exhibited by single cells or sea slugs reflect some form of ‘learning’ or ‘memory’, then it really does seem like one has to take a broader view, and (for example) engage with non-synaptic mechanisms. Some people might just not think these behavioral changes are worth associating with the rich phenomenology of human memory.

How should we define memory, then? I think it’s worth taking a permissive view, since otherwise—essentially by definition—we’re excluding non-human animals, or non-human complex systems more generally, from being able to learn and store memories. Biology is complicated, and it’s plausible to me that something as basic as memory is a matter of degree rather than kind. Maybe single cells don’t exhibit all of the rich phenomenology associated with human memories, but there are still important enough similarities that we should use some of the same words.

A minimal definition of learning and memory is something like “the capacity to store and retrieve information” on some time scale. This is a bit impoverished, but I think it does the job.

Did we go too far? If you kick a rock, so that a piece of it breaks off, does this mean that the rock now ‘stores’ information about you kicking it, and hence ‘memorizes’ something about your kick? I’d bite the bullet and say yes. But a rock can’t use the absence of that piece to inform adaptive behavior in the same way that a living organism can, or equivalently its retrieval capabilities are extremely limited. It also has more limited storage capabilities: your friend will remember a whole temporal sequence of you kicking them (and will probably not be too happy), whereas the rock can probably only ‘store’ the final result. In other words, maybe there’s a sense in which non-living physical systems like rocks have memory, but it isn’t very good.

VI. THE SUFFICIENCY OF SYNAPTIC WEIGHT CHANGES FOR MEMORY

The SPM hypothesis says that synaptic weight changes are sufficient for learning and memory. Is that true? I think the answer is again a strong no.

We’ve already encountered Glanzman et al.’s experiments, which suggest (at least in sea slugs) that synaptic weights are not the only format for information storage. These experiments directly falsify one of Martin, Greenwood, and Morris’ proposed tests: you can destroy a bunch of synaptic weights, but not destroy the associated memory.

There’s a more dramatic example of large-scale synaptic weight destruction in nature whose phenomenology parallels that finding. In the process of becoming a butterfly, a caterpillar’s entire body—including its brain—undergoes major structural changes. These changes involve a vast array of synapses being pruned, remodeled, and generally reorganized. And despite all of this, it seems like it’s at least possible that a butterfly can retain memories of its life as a caterpillar. More generally, this seems to be true of holometabolous insects, which have distinct larval and adult stages.

Blackiston, Shomrat, and Levin discuss more examples like this in a 2015 article titled “The stability of memories during brain remodeling: A perspective”:


Holometabolous insects reorganize their brains during pupation in the transition from larva to adult, with many neurons of the central nervous system pruning to the cell body before the generation of adult specific structures. Planarian species are capable of regenerating their entire brain from a tail fragment in the event of fission or amputation, with new tissue arising from a neoblast stem cell population. Arctic ground squirrels demonstrate a drastic reduction in brain volume during hibernation at near freezing temperatures, which is corrected within hours of arousal. In all 3 of these animal groups, learned behaviors have been observed to survive the striking reorganization of the brain.



Sam Gershman, in a magisterial 2023 review (“The molecular memory code and synaptic plasticity: A synthesis”), elaborates on regeneration and planaria learning:


… if repeatedly shocked after presentation of a light, a planarian will learn to avoid the light (Thompson and McConnell, 1955). Now suppose you cut off a planarian’s head after it has learned to avoid light. Within a week, the head will have regrown. The critical question is: will the new head remember to avoid light? Remarkably, a number of experiments, using light-shock conditioning and other learning tasks, suggested (albeit controversially) that the answer is yes (McConnell et al., 1959; Corning and John, 1961; Shomrat and Levin, 2013). What kind of memory storage mechanism can withstand utter destruction of brain tissue?



It’s worth pointing out that some of these examples are controversial, or at least not nearly as well-studied as more mainstream memory-related phenomena. But if any of these examples is at least kind of true, the SPM hypothesis doesn’t come out looking great. These examples also speak against the possibility that non-synaptic memory mechanisms are just ‘edge cases’, since the behaviors involved (metamorphosis, regeneration, and hibernation) are pretty varied, and also fairly important for the animals that perform them.

And there are other reasons to think synapses are insufficient as a learning and memory storage mechanism. Synaptic weights naturally ‘decay’ and ‘turn over’ on a time scale of hours to weeks. In that sense, they are not completely stable places to store information. In the aforementioned 2023 review, Gershman points this out as a serious problem with a synaptic-weight-based account of learning and memory:


Excitatory synapses are typically contained in small dendritic protrusions, called spines, which grow after induction of LTP (Engert and Bonhoeffer, 1999). Spine sizes are in constant flux (see Mongillo et al., 2017, for a review). Over the course of 3 weeks, most dendritic spines in auditory cortex will grow or shrink by a factor of 2 or more (Loewenstein et al., 2011). In barrel cortex, spine size changes are smaller but still substantial (Zuo et al., 2005). Spines are also constantly being eliminated and replaced, to the extent that most spines in auditory cortex are replaced entirely over the same period of time (Loewenstein et al., 2015). In the hippocampus, the lifetime of spines is even shorter—approximately 1–2 weeks (Attardo et al., 2015). Importantly, much of the variance in dendritic spine structure is independent of plasticity pathways and ongoing neural activity (Minerbi et al., 2009; Dvorkin and Ziv, 2016; Quinn et al., 2019; Yasumatsu et al., 2008), indicating that these fluctuations are likely not generated by the covert operation of classical plasticity mechanisms. Collectively, these observations paint a picture of profound synaptic instability.



How can we remember things for years with synapses that turn over on a time scale of weeks or less? Maybe we can imagine neural circuits playing an elaborate game of hot potato, and constantly moving information around to prevent synaptic turnover from destroying it. But this explanation seems problematic given the orders of magnitude that separate hours and weeks from decades.

At this point, I think it’s helpful to recall a point we made earlier: persistent activity, reverberations of neural activity due to some previously presented stimulus, is probably a reasonable mechanism for short-term memory, but not long-term memory. Maybe there are tricks one can play to get it to hold onto information for a little longer, but these will only go so far—it faces a fundamental limitation. But this isn’t the end of the world, because it can couple to a longer-term memory mechanism so that one gets the best of both worlds. (Persistent activity can’t hold onto information as long as a synaptic-weight-based mechanism, but its faster dynamics make it more responsive to stimuli, which is good for inputting a quickly-changing signal.) The idea that persistent activity and longer-term storage mechanisms interact is popular, and is sometimes called the “dual-trace” theory.

Maybe it’s turtles all the way down? If synaptic weights turn over on a time scale of weeks, maybe there’s something slower that turns over on a time scale of months. And maybe there’s something else that’s slower than that. Why just one ‘fast’ and one ‘slow’ mechanism? Why not ‘fast’, and ‘slow’, and ‘even slower’, and ‘even slower than that’, and so on?

This line of thinking leads us to an alternative to the SPM hypothesis, which I discuss next.

VII. THE CELLULAR PROCESSES AND MEMORY HYPOTHESIS

Earlier, I referenced experiments from the Glanzman lab that appeared to show that injecting an untrained sea slug with RNA from a trained slug ‘transferred’ a training-associated memory. It turns out this kind of experiment has a long history.

In parallel with ideas due to Hebb and others that learning and memory might be associated with the connections between neurons, a different idea floated around: maybe memory was stored via molecules like proteins or RNA. In the 1950s and 1960s, when molecular biology was just getting started and people began to get excited about the possibilities associated with molecules like DNA, this was a natural idea. If a lot of biology could ultimately be described in molecular terms, why not learning and memory too? Were there memory molecules? If so, what were they like, and how did they work? See a (pessimistic) 1976 article by Gaito (“Molecular psychobiology of memory: Its appearance, contributions, and decline”), one of the early workers in this area, for a sense of how people thought.

James McConnell was a psychologist interested in learning and memory, among other things. Inspired by the idea that learning and memory might ultimately be stored in molecules, in 1962 he performed a simple experiment with worms: if you train a worm to be afraid of a light stimulus (by associating it with a shock), and then grind it up and feed it to another worm, does the second worm acquire the fear? Said differently, do you acquire the fears of the animals you eat? In an article hilariously titled “Memory transfer through cannibalism in planarians”, McConnell showed that the answer seemed to be yes!

An article in the Monitor notes that


The cannibalism studies, both startling and vivid in their imagery, and McConnell, never one to shy away from the media, caught the public eye. At a time when scientists remained sequestered in their labs, McConnell appeared with his cannibalistic worms on television (i.e., “The Way Out Men,” “Mr. Wizard” and “The Steve Allen Show”), while articles profiling his work appeared in Time, Newsweek, Life, Esquire and Fortune. Eminently quotable, McConnell referred to his work as confirming the Mau Mau hypothesis, and the “McCannibal” moniker didn’t bother him one bit. He made grand pronouncements about the future of “memory pills” and “memory injections,” promising more than he and others working in the area could actually deliver.



Maybe unsurprisingly, the subsequent history of this line of work is muddled. (Otherwise, we probably would’ve heard about “memory pills” and “memory injections”.) It didn’t help that McConnell first published these results in a journal he ran called Worm Runner’s Digest, which mixed science with satire. Also, people had a hard time reproducing McConnell’s result, especially in animals more sophisticated than worms. On this point, Gershman writes that


The first studies of memory transfer between rodents were reported by four separate laboratories in 1965 (Babich et al., 1965b,a; Fjerdingstad et al., 1965; Reinis, 1965; Ungar and Oceguera-Navarro, 1965). By the mid-1970s, hundreds of rodent memory transfer studies had been carried out. According to one tally (Dyal, 1971), approximately half of the studies found a positive transfer effect. This unreliability, combined with uncertainty about the underlying molecular substrate and issues with inadequate experimental controls, were enough to discredit the whole line of research in the eyes of the neuroscience community (Setlow, 1997).
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The cover of a collection of articles from Worm Runner’s Digest, where McConnell first published his worm cannibalism results.

For this and a variety of other reasons—including the discovery of LTP, which boosted the idea that synaptic weights were causally related to learning and memory—by the late 1970s, researchers became generally pessimistic about the prospects of the “biochemical” memory hypothesis.

But people never totally gave it up.

Over the years, various researchers have made apparently unrelated suggestions that this or that molecule might provide a potential memory storage mechanism. Francis Crick, of Watson and Crick fame, suggested that post-translational modifications of proteins (i.e., you take a protein and you glue something to it) are an appealing potential memory storage format. Robin Holliday suggested that epigenetic mechanisms like DNA methylation might play a role in long-term memory. Various people suggested that specific molecules like CaMKII or CREB transcription factors could store memory, or at the very least were causally involved in memory formation in an important way.

Over the years, there were a number of reviews and perspectives on these somewhat heterodox approaches to learning and memory. And over the past ten years, they’ve grown increasingly common. Consider these titles:


“Time to rethink the neural mechanisms of learning and memory”

Gallistel and Balsam, Neurobiology of Learning and Memory (2014)

“The Demise of the Synapse As the Locus of Memory: A Looming Paradigm Shift?”

Trettenbrein, Front. Syst. Neurosci. (2016)

“Is plasticity of synapses the mechanism of long-term memory storage?”

Abraham, Jones, and Glanzman, npj Science of Learning (2019)

“Locating the engram: Should we look for plastic synapses or information-storing molecules?”

Langille and Gallistel, Neurobiology of Learning and Memory (2020)

“Reconsidering the evidence for learning in single cells”

Gershman, Balbi, Gallistel, and Gunawardena, eLife (2021)

“The central importance of nuclear mechanisms in the storage of memory”

Gold and Glanzman, Biochemical and Biophysical Research Communications (2021)

“Memory: Synaptic or Cellular, That Is the Question”

Arshavsky, The Neuroscientist (2023)



All right, all right, we get it! Synapses aren’t enough!

But despite the pleading of these titles, in 2025 this still very much remains a minority view, or at the very least something most neuroscientists don’t think about regularly. (Maybe if you asked them to really think about it, they’d agree that there’s potentially something interesting going on.) It’s also apparently hard to get mainstream funding to study possible non-synaptic, molecular mechanisms for memory. I heard secondhand that Glanzman has had trouble getting funding since he published those studies. I’m not sure whether this anecdote is true, but if it is true, it’s surprising. You can give someone a memory by having them eat someone else with that memory? Seriously? That is objectively insanely cool, and I don’t know why more people aren’t excited about it.

Where does all of this leave us? Maybe at this point you’re on board, and think that synaptic weight changes are neither necessary nor sufficient for learning and memory. So what’s the alternative? Is it just the SPM hypothesis plus plus, where we take synaptic mechanisms and tack on a bunch of additional mechanisms? Kind of, but we can do a little better than that.

As an alternative to the SPM, I want to put forward the cellular processes and memory hypothesis (CPM). In the spirit of Martin, Greenwood, and Morris’ 2000 review article, I’ll define the CPM hypothesis as the claim that:


The formation, consolidation, and retrieval of learning and memory in biological systems often involves stimulus-dependent, non-synaptic molecular and intracellular processes. These processes do not just serve synaptic-weight-based mechanisms, but provide complementary mechanisms. They are necessary for making and keeping long-term memories, but not sufficient, and interact with synaptic-weight-based mechanisms in nontrivial ways.



(Just to be clear, this idea definitely isn’t original to me. I’m just the only one calling it this.)

What are these molecular and intracellular processes I allude to? Is learning and memory stored in RNA, as McConnell thought and Glanzman et al.’s experiments suggest? Is it stored in post-translational modifications to proteins, like Crick thought? Is it stored via epigenetic mechanisms, or in the stable states of gene regulatory networks, or in the action of transcription factors?

The truth is that no one really knows. But I think there’s evidence for all of these, and in general a good rule of thumb is to believe that biology embraces a multiplicity of solutions when more than one solution exists. I’d bet that all of these things contribute, and work together with synaptic-weight-based mechanisms to store long-term memories.

Two final comments here, because now we’re getting (even more) into wild speculation and topics of ongoing research. First, most neurobiologists would agree that molecular mechanisms are involved in learning and memory; this claim is definitely not controversial. What’s controversial is whether these processes store information independently of, or in a fashion complementary to, synaptic-weight-based mechanisms. If this were the case, molecular mechanisms are certainly there and play a role, but may not be that interesting from a higher-level computational or systems perspective. They’re details that we can just abstract away.

I don’t think this is the case, since otherwise the memory transfer experiments and single-cell learning experiments (among others) would be hard to explain. There isn’t any good reason to believe that RNA molecules track synaptic weight changes, and moreover with a fidelity high enough to encode them well, and moreover that other cells (in other animals!) somehow ‘know’ to decode some aspect of those RNA in order to decode something about synaptic weight changes. And if you do believe this, this is basically just saying that RNA molecules encode memory (albeit, memory possibly originally stored in synaptic weight changes), but using more words. The memory transfer experiments, which suggest that molecules like RNA are sufficient for transferring a memory, are consistent with the CPM hypothesis but inconsistent with the SPM hypothesis.

Lastly, you might wonder: if there are perfectly good synaptic-weight-based mechanisms for learning and memory, why would you need these other mechanisms? I think the answer to this puzzle relates to the relatively short time scale on which synapses turn over, an observation I mentioned earlier. You’d really like a mechanism that’s slower, since slower processes tend to hold onto information for longer. Intracellular processes like signaling cascades, gene regulatory dynamics, epigenetic dynamics, and so on all operate on time scales much slower than that of synaptic weight changes. It’s possible that these intracellular mechanisms are better for storing long-term, but probably not short-term, memories.

VIII. THE TERRA INCOGNITA OF CELLULAR MEMORY

A few years ago, when I first heard about some of these ideas, I was heavily inspired by a review article I mentioned above (“The molecular memory code and synaptic plasticity: A synthesis”) by Sam Gershman, a neuroscientist and psychologist at Harvard. It makes many of the same points I’ve made here, and in more detail. I really suggest you read it if you find any of this interesting. Actually, it would be more accurate to say that I learned these points from that article, and spent part of this review just regurgitating them.

The end of that review is so beautifully written that I can’t resist quoting it in full here:


Why can so little be firmly asserted, despite decades of intensive research? One reason is that the associative-synaptic conceptualization of memory is so deeply embedded in the thinking of neurobiologists that it is routinely viewed as an axiom rather than as a hypothesis.

Consequently, the most decisive experiments have yet to be carried out. Looking at the history of research on nuclear mechanisms of memory is instructive because it has long been clear to neurobiologists that DNA methylation and histone modification play an important role. However, the prevailing view has been that these mechanisms support long-term storage at synapses, mainly by controlling gene transcription necessary for the production of plasticity-related proteins (Zovkic et al., 2013). The notion that these nuclear mechanisms might themselves be storage sites effectively became invisible, despite many early suggestions, because such a notion was incompatible with the associative-synaptic conceptualization. It was not the case that a non-associative hypothesis was considered and then rejected; it was never considered at all, presumably because no one could imagine what that would look like. This story testifies to the power of theory, even when implicit, to determine how we interpret experimental data and ultimately what experiments we do (Gershman, 2021).

We need new beginnings. Are we prepared to take a step off the terra firma of synaptic plasticity and venture into the terra incognita of a molecular memory code?



It isn’t an exaggeration to say that the SPM hypothesis is a central, foundational element of how most neuroscientists think, whether or not they’ve heard the term “SPM hypothesis”. It’s been extremely productive, and will no doubt continue to be productive for those that cling to it, but a new world awaits those courageous enough to let go. We ought to embrace a broader conception of how learning and memory might be possible.

Consider the heart transplant stories we started with. These stories are all extremely weird. Can it really be true that one person can remember someone else’s first-person experience of death, or acquire someone else’s sexuality, or know the name of a person they’ve never met or heard about? According to the CPM hypothesis, these phenomena are at least biologically plausible, and hence worth taking seriously. If memories aren’t just stored in the connections between cells, but in the cells themselves—as molecules, or perhaps as dynamic processes involving molecules—then there’s no reason to think that memories are particular to the brain. Maybe your memory of your fifth birthday party is in your arm, or leg, or heart. And if it’s potentially in these weird other places, and if the format in which information is stored is similar from person to person, then why couldn’t transplanting an organ transplant the memories stored in them?

If the CPM hypothesis is even partially true, the implications are stunning. Can you forget something about your fifth birthday party if someone chops your arm off? Does eating the liver of an animal give you some of its memories? (Does it depend on the animal, or the body part?) Is cannibalism actually good, at least in the sense that you can acquire nontrivial capabilities of the person you eat? Could we treat a memory-related disease by intervening on someone’s heart? Could we manipulate memories, or inject new ones, by intervening on a non-brain part of the body? To all of these: maybe. It’s a brand new world! Terra incognita!

The SPM hypothesis is useful and well-supported, but I hope I’ve convinced you that it’s wrong.

IX. THE VERDICT

Three out of five stars, good for its time but doesn't hold up to modern scrutiny. Like a human leg, a bit tough to swallow.




The Tale of the Princess Kaguya

I

The Tale of the Princess Kaguya is a 2013 Japanese film directed by Isao Takahata and produced by Studio Ghibli. At a whopping 49 million dollar budget, it is the most expensive Japanese film ever made, with the possible exception of The Boy and the Heron. It's a story based on the oldest known Japanese monogatari, called The Tale of the Bamboo Cutter.

If you've encountered Ghiblification, then this is not the movie that represents the phenomenon because it doesn't look much like other Ghibli films. The art style is unusually minimalistic, and it's missing the crisp outlines that are commonplace in anime. The backgrounds are all drawn in watercolors, and characters are drawn as part of their environment rather than separately, as is typical for Ghibli films (this is called cel animation). Many of the frames have parts that are not missing per se, but where the color gets very pale and the edges of the drawing look as though they're fading into nothing. The animation is different as well, with Takahata insisting that outlines that are usually discarded once frames are digitized are instead preserved and animated.
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Every image included in this review is an unedited screenshot from the movie.

Is a highly experimental adaptation of an ancient fairytale (that doesn't even have Miyazaki's name behind it) with a 49000000$ price tag commercially viable? The answer appears to be no. The movie grossed less than half of its budget despite what Wikipedia would call universal critical acclaim. The only reason it got made is that the chairman of a major Japanese television station Seiichiro Ujiie liked Takahata's past projects so much that he fronted 40 million dollars for what is essentially a gigantic passion project. Even though Takahata had to be talked into directing the film at all, once he did, he was almost absurdly perfectionistic about it, which contributed to the production hell and obscene cost.

As interesting as this backstory is, though, I think much more interesting is the film itself. Spoiler Warnings! If you're considering watching it first (which is not required), then the only warning I’d give is that, among many other things, The Tale of the Princess Kaguya is an extraordinarily sad movie.

II

It is the Heian period (794–1185 A.D.). Somewhere within Japan, a bamboo cutter finds a tiny girl the size of a doll in a magically glowing bamboo stalk. The girl is the princess Kaguya (かぐや姫), the main character of both the movie and the review. As he takes her home, she transforms into a normal-sized baby, and he and his wife decide to raise her as their own. They are both important characters as well, so I'll simply refer to them as Kaguya's father and mother. We shall have plenty of opportunities to get creative later.

For a while, they live in their small  forest village. Throughout this time, Kaguya spends most of her days foraging with other indigenous people and seems to be thoroughly happy. She also grows close to a friend of her father called Sutemaru (捨丸), who completes our list of important characters.

One day, her father finds a large amount of gold in another bamboo stalk, and on another day, a collection of beautiful robes. He surmises that heaven wishes for Kaguya to be raised as a princess and decides to have a mansion built for her in the capital. Although neither his wife nor Kaguya herself wants to leave, he makes them both relocate there once the mansion is built. He also hires servants, including a woman tasked with teaching Kaguya the behavior of a noble princess.

Kaguya dislikes the lifestyle and isn't shy about showing this during training, but she does understand it and can play her role well whenever she wants to.
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"Whenever she does apply herself, everything turns out beautifully!"__[1]

(Note: footnotes in this review are used solely to provide the original Japanese of movie quotes.)

When she has her first period, her father holds a celebration in honor of her coming of age. Because ancient Japanese traditions are weird, she is to spend the entire three-day celebration behind a curtain, hidden from the eyes of guests. After hearing the guests speculate that she may truly be ugly, she has a mental breakdown and runs outside, out of the mansion, and back to the forest village. Once there, she finds that the people she's known have moved on, but a native man tells her they're only waiting for the land to regenerate and will return eventually. She is seen passing out in the snow, only to wake up back in her room in the mansion, where the celebration is still ongoing.

From there, she plays the role of a princess properly, and her reputation grows. Soon, she attracts the attention of five noblemen who wish to propose to her. The woman who trained her (from the screenshot above) frames this as achieving the ultimate goal of her training (and indeed, her life's purpose as a princess) but Kaguya doesn't want to marry.

During their proposals, each of the noblemen compares her to a legendary item as a means of flattery. To make them go away, she tells them she'll marry the first one who brings her the item he compared her to.

Enraged by her actions, her teacher leaves the mansion, allowing Kaguya to drop the princess act, although she makes no attempt to convince her father to move back to the forest village. She spends her time tending to a little garden in the mansion (the one from our introductory image), playing hanetsuki (essentially badminton) with a servant girl, weaving fabric, playing the koto (the instrument from the previous screenshot), and making trips to the forest. And you may want to put a pin into the garden because it will matter a great deal for this review.

But first, let's talk about the noblemen's attempts to win her affection.

III

Ever since moving to the capital, Kaguya was deliberately shielded from interacting with men, so she probably had no way to foresee the consequences of her little stunt. But you have likely received a lot more relevant data about how the male brain works, whether you’re inhabiting one yourself or not. So it may not surprise you to hear that, rather than giving up, all five of them take a stab at their challenge

The first nobleman was asked to retrieve the Jeweled Branch of Horai. He returns with a fake. He's caught when the artisans who created the branch visit the mansion to demand their payment.

The second nobleman – the highest ranking one – was asked to retrieve the fur of the fire rat (火鼠). He also returns with a fake. He is caught when Kaguya demands to test the item's authenticity by tossing it into fire. It does not pass the test.

The third nobleman was asked to retrieve a glistening jewel from a dragon's neck. He gets frightened when facing the dragon at high sea and abandons the quest, and did you by chance just expect something else? No, the men don't all try the same thing – the movie is more interesting than that. The third nobleman never returns to the mansion.

And the fourth? He attempts to win by sidestepping the rules altogether. I will tell you what he tried in the next paragraph, but perhaps you can guess it first? What might a smarter man try to genuinely win the princess' heart and hand, never minding the reasons why this may not actually be a worthwhile goal? Someone who knew about the sheltered upbringing of noble women at the time, and who didn't have much in the way of moral scruples?

The fourth nobleman was asked to retrieve the Buddha's begging bowl but instead returns with a simple flower, giving the following speech as Kaguya receives it.


Since I was a small boy, I have been fond of flowers and other plants. I am also entranced by the nameless flowers that grow by roadsides or in meadows. And in my heart... I always wished that I could live, as do these flowers that bloom in the fields. [x]

Princess, I want you to come with me, to that place. Together, we could leave this

loud city and its formalities. We could go to a rich green land where flowers bloom

in perfusion. Where birds sing and fish leap. [...][2]



His attempt fails because Kaguya's mother interferes in time, putting an unattractive servant in her place just before the nobleman pulls back the curtain. However, Wikipedia's plot summary claims that she was about to accept, and while I don't know how the author knows this for sure, it doesn't seem implausible. At the point where I've put the [x], Kaguya is seen shedding tears.
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Might she have been genuinely happy if her mother hadn't stepped in? Kaguya never talks about the incident, but her mother says this immediately after:


Would she have been just like all the others? Plucked from the field like a flower and then thrown away? How many more princesses would be forced to shave their heads and go into a nunnery?__[3]



If she is reporting on the real history of the nobleman, then we have to assume that the answer is no, and just because he seemed to display some level of understanding doesn't mean he is actually a good person. (It's almost as if appearing attractive and actually being a good partner are two different things – shocking!) The movie also does not show the scenes he talks about, so he might not even be telling the truth. For all we know, it's possible that he never lifted a finger until now. Maybe it wasn't even his idea. Maybe he got one of his existing wives to write the speech for him.

Regardless, we still haven't answered the question: why did this approach work better? Or, to start easier, what was wrong with the original proposals?

Given that the noblemen all compared Kaguya to inanimate objects, one may respond that they were ineffective because they're objectifying. And sure, that's part of it. But there’s also another reason why at least I would find all four proposals to be deeply unattractive. It's worth noting here that our smartest nobleman initially had what's probably the worst pitch of them all:


Princess Kaguya, if you consent to be my wife, I will worship you morning and night. My forehead pressed to the ground in utter devotion, you are a treasure I would revear as much as the stone begging bowl of Lord Buddha himself.[4]



Simply put: terrible. Yes, I don't want to be objectified. But I also don't want to be worshipped. I am not better than you. I don't want people to look up to me. This is the deeper problem with all the proposals. I'd assume that's something the nobleman wants, but if so, he is committing the mind projection fallacy in all its glory.

Here are just some words that I would never want to be called by a romantic partner. Treasure. Lady. Madame. Jewel. Or even princess (語).

It's evident that the second speech taps into Kaguya's dislike for the “loud city and its formalities", as he calls it. But I would argue that an equally important part is just that it doesn't put her on a pedestal.

IV

If the fourth nobleman represents the empty promise of a happy relationship, then who represents the real thing?

There's a scene I've skipped over in the plot summary earlier. Right after the noblemen make their initial proposals – years before the first one returns – Kaguya takes her mother and a few servants in a carriage to the countryside. When she arrives at a cherry blossom, for a few seconds she is radiantly happy, laughing and spinning around under the leaves. This is the scene which the film's promotional poster is based on.

Then she bumps into a tiny girl who just walked up to the tree. She briefly worries about having hurt her, but what happens instead is much worse: the family sees her as a high-born and is terribly afraid of being punished for the incident, so they start apologizing profusely. Then they go away, and Kaguya gets to watch them be careless and happy as soon as they realize they're not in trouble. The incident thoroughly breaks the illusion of having reconnected with her old life, so although they've just arrived, Kaguya makes the carriage head back.

On the way home, they notice noises in the street, and someone calls the name "Sutemaru". Kaguya steps out of the carriage, finding herself face to face with her old friend from the forest village, who is holding a stolen pheasant. They stare at each other for almost ten seconds, then Kaguya shrieks and retreats into the carriage. Takenoko! (タケノコ) Sutamaru calls after her – this is the nickname she used to have back then, and it means Little Bamboo (as translated by the English Subtitles) or Bamboo Shoot (translated literally). He approaches the carriage but is caught by a bulky man, likely the owner of the pheasant. Kaguya rushes back out to see him beaten up as her carriage rolls away.

So the answer to my leading question is Sutemaru. Sutemaru represents the chance of a happy life, and note that this is not restricted to a romantic relationship. (It may not even include one – see section VII.) Instead, it relates to pretty much every aspect of how Kaguya wants to be seen and treated. Having these two scenes (the noblemen's proposal and the encounter with Sutemaru) back to back first shows the audience what Kaguya can have but doesn't want, and then what she wants but cannot have.

But wait – there's more.

Another scene I've skipped over is from very early in the movie. It's her last day in the forest village before her father relocates her. Because of her unnatural growth, Sutemaru just said he's worried that she might outgrow them all and leave the village behind. She replies this:
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Your Little Bamboo will be here with you forever, Sutemaru.__[5]

Earlier I've listed a few terms that I would find unattractive, which are all terms the noblemen used. Conversely, here are some words that I wouldn't mind being called. Honey. Dear. Girl. Sweetie. Darling.

Or, Takenoko (Little Bamboo). That would also be fine. I wouldn't mind that at all. And there's little doubt about how Kaguya feels because this scene right here is literally the only time in the movie where she refers to herself by a name at all.

A nice detail is that, in the city scene, Sutermau gets beat up for stealing a pheasant. Here, he's holding one that Kaguya just helped him catch in the scene before.

And finally, just notice the way she looks at him. Wouldn't you want a girl to look at you that way?

V

The fifth nobleman was asked to retrieve a cowry shell amulet. He dies in the attempt. When she hears this, Kaguya drops the flower pot she's been holding in utter shock, and in the next scene, we see her just standing outside, looking miserable.
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Then, she starts running through the garden, mindlessly hitting cutting things with a sickle. This garden – it's fake, she cries, fake! fake! It's all fake, and so am I!__[6]

Now, if you're expecting some kind of deep dive into what it means for her to be fake in relation to the noblemen...

... then I have to disappoint you because we're done discussing that stuff. No, I want to talk about something completely different. Remember how I said the garden would play an important role in this review?

So here's the thing. One can debate whether the accusation is correct for Kaguya herself, but as far as the garden goes, it's straightforwardly true. Kaguya created it as a reminder of her past in the forest village, so its whole purpose is to remind her of a place she would rather be. She's put a tiny prop of a hut there to remind her of the buildings back home, she's carved a little trail into the ground to remind her of the paths back home, she's put a branch across a tiny ridge to look like a bridge back home, and so son. There is a scene where she and her mother lie their heads on the ground to view it in perspective where it looks grander and more real.

... and then her father rushes in, complains that they're in the kitchen all the time (the room next to the garden), and tells her of the return of the first nobleman.

It's also not just the gardening that has no practical function – the same is arguably true for everything Kaguya does. Her father seems to have enough money to sustain them indefinitely, so she doesn't have to work. She has nothing but free time, and she spends most of it in a confined space doing discrete tasks, either alone or with a few other people.

I don't know how much of this other people can relate to. Maybe it's specific to me. But here is an experience that I have, not often, but more often than I’d like.

For context, I spend a lot of time in front of my computer, both for work and for fun. Not all the time – I also go out, and I exercise ... well, sometimes ... and I meditate. And cook. And do chores. All of that good stuff. So, not all the time is spent in front of a screen. But a lot of time is.

And for the most part, this seems fine. I'm healthy. I don't lack a sense of purpose. I'm working on things, some of which I believe are important, and I've even received some validation for those. On the whole, I'm not complaining.

But there are these moments where I get this feeling of dread, and suddenly, it all seems so pointless. I viscerally realize how much time I've spent in my room, how much of that wasn't even for anything useful. My life up to this point suddenly seems like a gigantic failure, my current lifestyle proof of all my poor choices. I certainly haven't done the things that really matter. I'm still single. But above even that, I just get this feeling that it is all fake. Artificial. That I'm missing out on the real life. I don't even know what exactly that means. I don't think having a job where I spend all my time outside would actually be a good idea. But it doesn't matter because it's not an intellectual concern. Whether it makes sense or not, this is what it feels like.

If you're drawing the connection to the movie, you may notice that what happened to Kaguya doesn't have any real connection to her life choices – it's not like if the fifth nobleman were still alive, anything about her own life would be different. This is correct. It's also exactly how these moments feel like for me. What triggers them has usually nothing to do with my goals and plans; it's just an unrelated event that's deeply upsetting, for whatever reason.

Am I really drawing a parallel between the feeling of artificialness in the year 2025 and a movie that not only takes place a thousand years in the past but is also about a folk legend?

Well, yes. Yes, I am.

In fact, this was one of the first things that I felt when considering writing this review, which is that even though this movie looks like something confined and unrelated from afar, when you look closer, it has so many more substantive things to offer about life today than most things you could watch. For a while, I was considering opening this review with a joke comparison of how normal people think about Rome all the time, wheras I-

I mean, I don't know. Maybe it’s not really similar. Maybe I’m just projecting here. All I can say is that, when I watch Kaguya try to use this tiny field or earth to remind her of her past life in an actual forest, while living in a mansion in the capital and never actually having to forage for food, it feels uncannily reminiscent of me daydreaming about a vaguely defined natural life while squinting against the light from my monitors.

VI

Alright, let's talk about something less dark for a bit.

In rationalist-adjacent internet circles, occasionally, there's been discussion about the common behavior of socially punishing people. Most of the time, this comes from girls (at least that's the assumption), though it certainly doesn't have to. The classic case would be where two people are in a relationship, and the guy does something the girl doesn't like, so she makes him feel it by being rude to him for a day, or by withholding sex, or whatever it is. There was this tweet back in 2020 where someone joked that a libertarian girlfriend may charge you money in such a case, and Eliezer parroted that this would actually be preferable since you're gonna pay the price either way – the difference is just how explicit it is. "Everyone gets charged to use the floor. A libertarian partner tells you what the price *is*."

My take on this is the same it's always been, which is that social punishment sucks. It sucks for the same reason that revenge sucks, which is that it's based on the concept of responding to a bad thing with another bad thing. I actually agree that Libertarian social punishment sucks a little less because transferring money is at least net neutral – in theory, anyway – so the reaction to the first bad thing doesn't make things worse. Doing a second bad thing in response to a first bad thing just means that there are now more bad things in the world. A hurts B, then B hurts A; now both are hurt. Everyone loses.

Prior to the scene before the second-last screenshot I've shown (section IV), Sutemaru fell down a short cliff while catching the pheasant. A worried Kaguya climbs after him but ends up losing grip, making the already battered Sutermaru have to catch her. He briefly gets angry, understandably so, scolding her for climbing down after him.

Given my lengthy setup, I'm sure you know where this is going. Instead of pouting, making him apologize, or doing any number of different things that would make the situation worse for both of them, Kaguya just apologizes. Then she notices that he's bleeding, rips off a part of her headdress, wraps it around his wound (you can see it in the image), and beams at him. "There you go!" (これで よし！). Then comes the exchange I've quoted earlier.

Notice that this isn't just not social punishing; it's the opposite of social punishing. It's responding to a bad thing with a good thing. Sutemaru did something she didn't like, and instead of signaling that she didn't like it, she signaled that she wasn't angry about it.

This behavior isn't an isolated case; it's what Kaguya is like throughout the movie. Whenever someone does something she dislikes, unless it's so bad that she can't handle it, she responds by doing something to dissolve the tension, making it so the other person doesn't have to feel bad about it.

I've mentioned that her father held the coming-of-age ceremony after Kaguya had her first period. What actually happens is that she sits in the kitchen together with her mother, understandably disturbed. Her father, not very attuned to the emotional state of his daughter, proclaims they have to host this stupid ceremony, and she responds like this:
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Since it's a celebration, it's okay to invite everyone, right?__[7]

Understanding that she refers to friends from the forest village but remaining clueless about her emotional state – as well as her goals, desires, or really anything about her psychology – her father says no. Of course they can't invite common people for a high-status event like this.

Hearing this, Kaguya goes out into the garden and... asks her mother if, given that she can't see her old friends for real, she may use part of the garden to build something that reminds her of them. Of course her mother says yes, and that's how we get her connection to the same garden we've already talked about.

A response you may have to all this is that it's not that easy. In many cases, the reason to socially punish is not an intellectual belief about it being a morally good thing to do – it's that you're pissed off at someone and want to get back at them. And yeah – I mean, I agree with that, of course. I do it myself, sometimes. I'm not saying I have a magical recipe that will solve anyone's real-life problems. All I'm saying is that I think Kaguya would be a blast to be around. She's so kind. So authentic. So uncomplicated. All she wants is for everyone around her to be happy. Her behavior is actually much easier to predict than most people’s because it lacks all the annoying status games that normal people play. In her regular life, she is everything I aspire to be.

Another response you may have is that this is too much cooperation. It's one thing to not socially punish; it's another thing to just not fight back. There are ways of fighting back that are constructive! And Kaguya doesn't do that, either – not in the scene above, and not much in general. Her father makes all of these terrible decisions, and she just goes along with them.

I agree with that, too. And we will return to this point...

VII

... but first, I want to take a section to talk about a bunch of stuff that doesn't fit anywhere else. A lot of this doesn't really tie into any of the bigger themes.

In all instances in this review where Kaguya addresses Sutemaru (including the upcoming one), she says 兄ちゃん (niichan), which literally means big brother. According to GPT, this phrase doesn't necessarily preclude romantic interest but is "more innocent than romantic". The English subtitles don't include this, which I guess is understandable, but I do think it's pretty cool and kind of significant that the movie doesn't frame her desire for a different life as necessarily tied to romance. In fact, in the upcoming scene (section IX), Sutemaru is shown to have a wife and at least one child.

Speaking of interpreting Japanese, I haven't always used English subtitles for movie quotes; sometimes I've had the Japanese explained to me and then changed the translation into something that I think is more authentic. I am continuously fascinated with just how context-dependent Japanese is, which is also why I included the footnotes.

I've mentioned that none of the noblemen's initial pitches were any good. The truth is that most of them are so hilariously awful that I suspect someone had a lot of fun writing them. The one I've quoted (from nobleman #4) is probably the worst, but #3 is almost as bad:


Princess Kaguya, to me, you are like the fire-rat’s fur said to come from India –

a garment that, even when cast into flames, does not burn, but only sheds its impurities,

and shines even more brilliantly within the fire. They say that only in distant Tang do such pure princesses exist, you are truly such a rare and precious treasure.[8]



Dude, fu... um. I mean, no thank you. #1 is also very funny:


Your Highness, Princess Kaguya, if I were so fortunate that you became my wife, it would be as if I plucked a branch of the tree of jewels that grows on the mountain of Horai, whose trunk is of gold and its fruits are the whitest of pearls. Princess Kaguya, you are an exquisite treasure that is as unattainable, precious at that [...][9]



It seriously sounds as though he is trying to be unattractive. Here’s #2:


Princess, to me, Councilor Otomo, you are a fine glistening jewel, a jewel that shines intensely from above. A gem with more radiance than the five-colored jewel that shines on the dragon's neck![10]



The only one that isn't completely terrible is from #5, the one who dies:


For me, Princess Kaguya is something more precious and natural, like the warm cowry shell amulets, swallows use as a charm for safe birth. That is a true treasure![11]



Hmm – a warm cowry shell amulet – I guess I could get behind that? Maybe? This is also the only one Kaguya reacts to – not audibly, but the film shows her murmuring, "a true treasure" to herself. I don't know how much intent there was behind this detail, but I do find it interesting. If nothing else, it makes his death even more tragic.

I’ve made a big deal out of Sutemaru calling Kaguya Takenoko; it’s worth noting that her father constantly refers to her as 姫 (hime, which means princess) or 姫様 (hime-sama, which is just princess plus an expression of respect), and even her mother uses 姫. But she presumably never tells them to change it, which also ties into the next section.

There is a documentary about this film called Isao Takahata and His Tale of the Princess Kaguya__. I don't think it's very good, but take this with a huge grain of salt because I've literally never watched a documentary I liked. The narrator's voice bothers me; it feels so unnatural and fake-professional (please use your existing grain of salt for this information). I had also hoped it would tell me more things I didn't already know.

The movie has a theme song, written and performed by Japanese pop singer Nikaido Kazumi. I personally can't stand it; her voice does not fit the tone of the movie at all, and the lyrics... I don't know. My Neighbor Totoro also has a theme song – as do most Ghibli films; I'm just mentioning this one because I remember almost tearing up the first time I read the lyrics. This one did nothing for me. And I have to wonder whether Takahata agreed with me on some level because despite claiming to be happy about his choice in the documentary, in the movie the song only plays during the ending credits.

The movie's soundtrack is pretty incredible. It was made by Joe Hisaishi, the same person who scored all the Hayao Miyazaki films except the first. This is the only non-Miyazaki Ghibli film he's scored, and I'm glad he did. You can check out a live performance or the full OST on YouTube.

At 44 minutes, there is a scene of her teacher trying to get Kaguya to blacken her teeth, a particularly disturbing ritual at the time (although at least a practice that actually seems to be good for the teeth, which arguably makes it better than many other ancient beautifying practices). They get into an argument, and this happens:
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Even a noble princess must sweat and sometimes want to laugh out loud! Surely they wanna cry, or get mad and wanna scream!__[12]

The scene has no depth to it – not that I can see, anyway – but I find it delightful to hear Kaguya passionately defend the rights of noble princesses to be human.

VIII

When news of the noblemen's failure spreads, the emperor himself summons Kaguya to his palace to be one of her wives. Kaguya's father is overjoyed when hearing this, rushing into the kitchen to tell Kaguya the news. The way their exchange goes down will be important for our last major theme, so I will quote the entire thing here.

Father: Your Highness! I have joyous news! You've now come to the attention of His Majesty,

who is summoning you to serve in his court!

Kaguya: What?

Father: It's extraordinary! You'll be one of His Majesty's wives. Not only that, I will wear

the hat of a court official! Ah! This is wonderful!

Mother: Listen to you! You still don't comprehend how your daughter feels?

Father: It is you, who doesn't understand! All that we have done has been for the sake of this! For a girl born in this land... there is no greater happiness than joining His Majesty in holy wedlock! None! Now at last, after all this effort, Her Highness will finally be happy!

Kaguya: Father... I'm sorry, but please refuse.

Father: What?

Kaguya: I couldn't possibly be a court lady now.

Father:  What are you talking about? You're refusing to serve at court?

Kaguya: Father, my answer is no!

Father: But, you can't... No one in this land is allowed to disobey an order from His Majesty! In the slightest degree! So quit thinking of just yourself, please!

Kaguya: Father... If disobedience to His Majesty is considered a crime punishable by death...

well then... the only choice is to kill me!

Mother: Princess!

Kaguya: Poppa, if your happiness depends on wearing the cap of a court official... then I will go to His Majesty as you wish...
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... and after you have put on that cap as part of the court... I will kill myself.__[13]

After this, her father does not press the issue.

Of course, you already know that her refusal will make the emperor want her even more. Soon after, he visits the mansion personally to take Kaguya with him. He departs when she rejects him, but not before entering unannounced and embracing her from behind. At that point, Kaguya instinctively prayed to the Moon, from which she came in the first place, to come save her. Despite wanting to stay, she can't take back the request, and on the next full Moon, a delegation is sent to pick her up.

In the remaining time, her mother prepares a carriage for her to travel back to the forest village to be with Sutemaru, where she expresses that she should have stayed with him instead. With you, Sutemaru, I would have been truly happy.__[14]  Sutemaru briefly doubts that she would have been willing to endure the lifestyle, but she easily proves him wrong. They run away and even fly, but then she falls into the ocean and he wakes up on the ground without her, surmising that it was a dream. In the next scene, she is back in the mansion. The implication is that both this and the incident when she ran away during her naming ceremony really happened, but were effectively undone by the Moon's magic. There are also visual clues suggesting as much.

Knowing what's coming, her father hires a small army to protect her, which is immediately, effortlessly, and non-violently overpowered (seemingly put to sleep) as the delegation from the moon arrives. They pick her up, wholly indifferent to Kaguya’s feelings or that of her parents, and return her to the Moon.

The Moon is described as a place where people experience no emotions, though this is not absolute – Kaguya decided to visit Earth when she saw another woman who had been there before cry after reciting a melody from Earth. She also briefly looks back once on the carriage, despite being supposed to have lost all attachment at that point. The movie ends immediately after her return.

IX

While many bad things that happen aren't her fault – and I include the noblemen's reactions here because I don't know how she could have anticipated them – I think Kaguya makes one terrible mistake throughout the movie. It's a mistake that may be understandable, but it was also preventable, at least in the sense that anyone could have chosen to do things differently.

I'm going to spend most of this section arguing that there is a generalized version of this mistake that people make all the time – so often that any examples of not committing it are extremely rare. But the concrete formulation can be simply put as Kaguya failing to resist her father.

You may protest that her father had all the power – Japan was a thoroughly patriarchal society at the time. Wikipedia thinks so as well:


Some of the most striking themes introduced are feminism and the restriction of women. Evidence of them is when Princess Kaguya and her adoptive parents moved to the capital city in order to find her a husband befitting her royal status. Such a decision confronted Princess Kaguya's wishes, but her father's urge to make her live a princess' lifestyle prevailed. Her mother's submissive role in terms of decision-making is evident.



As a descriptive statement, this is true enough: her father did call the shots throughout the movie. But did it have to be this way? What's important to understand here is that Kaguya's father is an idiot, not a villain. All he ever wants is for his daughter to be happy; he's just not smart enough to understand how to make that happen. Arguably almost all of his actions are mistakes, but they're all honest mistakes, which makes it pointless to blame him for what happened. Insofar as responsibility is a coherent concept at all, it can only apply to the people who are smart enough to understand what the stakes are.

The question is not whether Kaguya resisted him – we know she didn't – it's whether she had the ability to resist him.

So, did she? At the point where they first moved to the capital, the answer was probably no. Kaguya was just a... well, the analog of a teenager, probably... and even if she had resisted, it would have been unlikely to change anything.

But over the course of the movie, the power dynamic shifts. Kaguya became an adult, and her father probably understood on some level that she was far smarter than him. By the end of the movie, the answer is an unambiguous yes. The conversation from the previous section proves as much. In fact, not only does it demonstrate her ability to resist, it also shows that she knew she had this ability. Her comment about taking her own life ends the debate immediately, a one-punch knockout, and she knew that this was going to be the result. She just wasn't willing to go there any earlier – it took being confronted with a sufficiently unpleasant outcome for her to utilize her power.

The upshot of all this is that Kaguya absolutely did have the ability to return to the forest village. But she didn't.

Which begs the question: why not?

Perhaps just bad writing? Well, I mean. I don't think so. Shocker, I know.

I think there are two answers, and both of them are relevant.

The first is that she didn't want to hurt her father. Moving back out of the capital would have meant explaining to him that everything he had done since finding gold in the bamboo stalk had been misguided. It would have been painful for him, and because Kaguya wants everyone around her to be happy, especially the people she loves, it would have been painful for her, too. A few unpleasant days or weeks for a lifetime of happiness, and this was a price that Kaguya wasn't willing to pay.

The other is... that it never even occurred to her. It's not in her nature to call the shots. It's not in her nature to impose her will on someone else, especially if that someone is an authority figure. It's her nature to make herself small to accommodate what people around her want.

In reality, these explanations aren't cleanly separated because humans don't make choices at discrete and well-defined moments. If something is unpleasant to someone, then they'll spend less time thinking about it, and if someone spends less time thinking about something, it makes it less likely for them to commit to an important decision. Explicitly deciding against it is usually not required.

So, what is the generalized thing that everyone does wrong? Let me set this up with a question. Suppose you knew everything about Kaguya and her life situation that I've described in this review, except for how it ends. (Alternatively, you can imagine an alternate version in which she gets to stay on earth for longer.) You know that resisting her father would be a really good idea and wouldn't even be that hard. Would you expect her to do it? Would it matter whether it's a fictional or real-life example?

If the answer is “no” in both cases, then this shows that you're already aware of this phenomenon on at least an intuitive level. To formulate it explicitly: for most people, there is a set of things that they almost certainly won't do, even if there is no rational reason to preclude them – indeed, even if doing them would be extraordinarily valuable. This tendency to just Not Do The Genuinely Hard Things – and to really not do them, ever, no matter what – is what I want to talk about in this section. It's also what I mean by the word floating in the review title. It’s particularly depressing in this film because it comes from a person who I otherwise really admire.

When I look at the real world and how people make decisions, I often feel this sense of helplessness from this principle, where I want someone to do a thing but know that it's not going to happen, that they're not going to do it, that it doesn't even matter what the merits of the decision are, or what they've said in the past about it, not even that they’re a person who otherwise seems to be able to think strategically; that I simply know they're not going to do it regardless of any of this, I just know that they just. won't. do. the thing.

Here are a few real-life examples:


	In the early days after Elon Musk acquired Twitter, many people still viewed him as both a moral person and a serious intellectual. Add to that his considerable wealth and the fact that Twitter is plausibly a net negative for the world, it seemed like shutting down the entire thing would be, at the very least, something worth considering. Some people even advocated for it. And yet, did anyone actually expect it to happen?

	In the email exchange between Sam Altman and Elon Musk that led to the founding of OpenAI, the very first email that Sam sends indicates that he thinks it would be preferable for AI not to be developed at all (followed by the claim that it probably can't be stopped, that it's bad if it's developed by Google, and that this is why founding another company makes sense). Based on just this information, it seems like shutting down everything now – to the extent that this is still possible – and publicly condemning AI research in the strongest possible terms would at least be a move worthy of consideration. (I'm not saying it would be the most likely move to expect – it's not what he wanted to do initially – but it's aligned enough with his stated goals that it should at least be worthy of consideration, especially if AI looks less controllable than initially expected.) And yet, do you think there is even the slightest chance it will happen? Would you take the over/under on 5%? 1%? 0.2%?

	Many people work full-time on things that aren't actually worthwhile, not because they're ill-intentioned but because they have mistaken views, sometimes about matters of fact and sometimes about philosophy. How often do you see them change their mind and renounce their life's work? Among the cases where this did happen, how often was the new view something without a significant social movement behind it (e.g., environmental protection)? How many researchers have changed their minds about the value of their past work after just a regular conversation with a colleague who made some good points?



It's worth noting that what's Genuinely Hard is different for different people. Going against the person you love is hard for someone like Kaguya or me; it wouldn't be all that hard for many other people, especially those with more confidence and a less gentle nature. Conversely, many of those people might find it Genuinely Hard to ever go against their own ego, which is probably something that Kaguya would be capable of.

Of course, none of this is an exact science; you may recall that I've motivated the principle by an appeal to your existing theory of mind. And I hope it’s clear that it requires a level of psychological conflict or violation of principles; something like working a lot or performing difficult physical feats are not examples, even if one might call them “hard” in the regular sense.

The dependency on personality means that real-life examples are harder to judge than fictional ones; but some traits are prevalent among most human beings, so even if you don't know someone at all, there are a few actions that are usually pretty good guesses as to what is Genuinely Hard for them. Foregoing a lot of money is often a good guess. Denouncing your life's work is almost always one. Admitting to an important mistake is often a good guess, especially in the absence of outside pressure. This last one has been partially corrupted by humility signaling, but you can usually tell whether any specific case is still in that category.

Okay, so as rare as it might be for real people to do the Genuinely Hard Thing, surely it's much more common in fiction? You know, since authors can just make the unlikely thing happen if it makes for a good story?

Well – no, actually. I would argue that even within fiction, this almost never happens. That said, here are the few examples that I could think of:


	Ned Stark confessing to treason at the end of the first season of Game of Thrones.

	Also from Game of Thrones, Daenerys reopening the fighting pits in season 5. (It doesn't have to be a pivotal, life-defining choice.) Note that the show explicitly shows how emotionally repulsed she is by her own action.

	And also from Game of Thrones, Jamie leaving Cersei at the start of season 8. He later goes back to her; make of this what you wish.

	I believe Methods of Rationality was getting at something like this around and before the Roles chapter sequence (#90-99). (But full disclosure that I had to scramble to get this review done in time and didn't have time to reread any hpmor to confirm this.)



I would love to provide an example from Harry Potter proper, but I don't think it exists – in fact, I would argue the series actively promotes a moral principle like being true to your nature no matter what, which is in direct contradiction to doing Genuinely Hard Things (because some level of conflict with your core principles is what makes a choice Genuinely Hard).

For instance, you may remember Lupin offering to join Harry's search for Horcruxes in the final book, and Harry rejecting him because he thought Lupin shouldn't abandon Tonks. You could make an argument for accepting his help on utilitarian grounds – or you might reject such an argument, but either way, the point is that by refusing, Harry did the thing that feels better for him, and the books frame his choice as morally correct, even heroic. This is usually how it goes, where moral instinct aligns with the author’s moral framing. It’s quite rare to have a case like Ned Stark, where a choice that feels genuinely bad is nonetheless framed as morally correct.

(Note that I'm not saying that Harry accepting Lupin's help would be a Genuinely Hard Thing – just going along with something usually isn't. Though, if he had asked for his help, knowing that it would destroy Lupin's chance to be happy with Tonks, then we might have a conversation.)

I also don't think there are any examples in Lord of the Rings. I don't think Faramir letting Frodo go counts, and I couldn’t think of anything else that even seemed worth considering. And this exhausts the really popular franchises I know.

As for real-life examples, the one public thinker I would nominate is Sam Harris. He permanently left social media despite having a sizeable audience, lost numerous personal friendships (including with Elon Musk) for essentially not falling pray to audience capture (mainly embracing anti-vaccine sentiments and related ideas), and still has a program where anyone can get free access to all his paid services (podcast, substack, and meditation app) for however long they want if they ask for it (although you now have to wait a few weeks). He always looked to me like someone who actually just does whatever he thinks makes sense, without exceptions for cases where the result is sufficiently psychologically uncomfortable.

(And since I have used "researchers approximately never radically change their views based on non-public arguments from colleagues" as an example earlier, I feel obligated to mention that alignment researcher Alex Turner claims to have done precisely this.)

With all that said, there is of course a gigantic albeit unavoidable bias here toward major decisions from public figures. For every such example, there are bound to be numerous cases of lesser-known people making less important decisions that are just as admirable, but I’ve never heard of them.

There's just one last point I want to make about this principle. Within fiction – even extraordinarily mature fiction like A Song of Ice and Fire – examples of people failing to do Genuinely Hard Things are bound to be skewed toward cases with visible consequences. Alliser Thorne failed to do the Genuinely Hard Thing of making peace with the people he hates and got publicly executed for it. Theon failed to do the Genuinely Hard Thing of accepting that his father sucks and paid the largest imaginable price for it. If Daenerys hadn't reopened the pits and George R. R. Martin thought this was a political mistake, more likely than not, he would have written the story such that she eventually has to pay a price for her mistake. And so on.

In the real world, this usually won't be the case. In the real world, failure to do the Genuinely Hard Thing is unlikely to be Death, physical harm, or public humiliation. It is much more likely to look like this:

[image: ]

That is, it’s most likely to be invisible. Most Genuinely Hard things are opportunities to radically change something, and failure to do this will just look like you going about your regular life, doing regular things, without a sign that anything significant has changed or happened.

X

In the brief time when she is still on Earth but knows what is coming, Kaguya expresses regret about her life’s choices.


What have I been doing here in this land? Throwing tantrums because I didn't want to  belong to anyone... ignoring what you want from me, and fooling myself with tiny fake meadows and mountains.



[image: ]

Only now, when I'm forced to go back to the Moon, do I finally remember why I came here.[15]

But she can’t prevent it anymore, nor can she get back the time she’s lost, so it doesn’t matter. She gets her one trip back to the forest village, a taste of what life could have been, but that’s it.

No, there is no way to spin this positively. Kaguya has missed her chance. She couldn’t overcome her own nature – her inability to hurt and overrule those around her, even just briefly – and she’s paid a terrible price for it. There is no happy ending for her.

Kaguya is also a made-up character. This is the only reason she gets a chance to express regret at all; I just said that this will rarely be the case in real life but will be common-place in fiction. Of course, since it is just fictional, that also means that nothing bad has actually happened here; no one has actually failed; no one was actually hurt.

You, however, if you’re not an LLM, will probably have a bunch more decision points throughout your life where you have the option to do something that is truly psychologically uncomfortable, that contradicts your core aesthetics, feels bad no matter how you spin it, but is also morally correct. And while it’s possible that none of them will be all that significant, there is at least a reasonable chance that one or more of them will be about something highly consequential.

Of course, if and when it comes to that, you’re almost certainly going to fail. We’ve discussed how almost no one is capable of doing the right thing, and me pointing this out is not going to change that in the slightest. So it is overwhelmingly likely that you’re going to do the wrong thing, and unlike Kaguya, you’ll most likely never have to confront your failure. It will just be invisible, a turn in your path you didn’t take at a point you won’t remember.

So, yeah, you almost certainly won’t do the hard thing when it counts. But you could.




Notes


[1]

ひとたび なさると  何事もそれは見事な出来ばえで



[2]

私は おさない頃から 草花が好きでした

それも道ばたや野辺(のべ)に咲く―

名もない花に 心ひかれてしまうのです

そして いつも思うのです

この野辺に咲く花のように 生きることができたならと

姫 私とともに参りましょう

ここではない どこかへ

かた苦しい都など抜け出して ともに参りましょう

花 咲き乱れ 鳥が歌い 魚がおどる



[3]

輪の野の花のように

あなたに摘(つ)まれ 捨てられ

悲しみのあまり 髪をおろして

仏門にお入りになった姫君が―

何人いらっしゃることか



[4]

かぐや姫様が 私の妻になってくださるならば

私は あなたを天じくに伝わる

仏の御石(みいし)の鉢と思い

朝夕 御前(おんまえ)に額(ぬか)づき

宝のように あがめたてまつるつもりです



[5]

タケノコは いつまでも 捨丸兄ちゃんと一緒だよ



[6]

こんな庭 ニセ物よ！ ニセ物！ ニセ物！ みんな ニセ物！ 私もニセ物！



[7]

お祝いなら みんなも呼んでいいでしょう？



[8]

かぐや姫様 私にとって あなたこそは

火にくべても決して燃えず けがれだけが焼け落ちて

炎の中で いっそう輝きを増す 火ネズミの皮衣(かわぎぬ)

けがれなき姫は 唐土(とうど)にあると伝え聞く―

まさに そのような 得がたき宝です



[9]

もし あなた様を 我が妻とすることができたならば

それは かの ほうらいの山にあるという―

銀の根 黄金(こがね)のくき

白き玉の実をつける 宝の枝を得(う)るがごとき幸せ

私にとって姫は そのような得がたき宝に―

等しい御方(おかた) どうか…



[10]

私にとっての かぐや姫様は

龍(りゅう)の首にかかるという 五色(ごしき)に輝く玉よりも

さらにさらに さん然と光り輝く宝物よ！



[11]

いえいえいえ 僕にとっての かぐや姫様は

もっともっと温かい 安産の守りともなるツバメの子安貝

いだかれて大切に大切に 温められた宝物なのです



[12]

高貴な姫君だって汗をかくし

時にはゲラゲラ笑いたいことだって あるはずよ！

涙が止まらないことだって

怒鳴りたくなることだってあるわ！



[13]

姫様 お喜びください

御門(みかど)が姫様を宮中に お呼びになりたいと仰せです

（かぐや姫）え？

御門(みかど)の女御(にょうご)のお一人に なられるんですよ！

そればかりか 私にも官位をくださるとか

はあ ありがたいことだ！

あなたには まだ わからないのですか

姫の気持ちが

お前こそ何も わかっとらん！

ああ 全ては このためだったんだ

御門(みかど)の女御(にょうご)になる

この国に生まれた女として これほどの幸せがあろうか！

これで ようやく姫様を 幸せにすることができる

（かぐや姫）お父様 せっかくですが お断りしてください

え？

今さら女御(にょうご)などになれません

何をおっしゃいます！

姫様の幸せを思えばこそ...

お断りくださいませ

いや しかし...

いやしくも 御門(みかど)の 仰せになることを

この国の者がきか ない訳には参りませぬ

さあさあ どうか わがままをおっしゃらずに！

もし 私の申し上げることが

御門(みかど)のお言葉に背いていると おっしゃるなら

どうぞ 私を殺してくださいませ

ヒメ！

もし 御門(みかど)から

位をいただくことが

お父様の幸せになるのでしたら

私は一度 御門(みかど)のもとに 参りまして

お父様が位をいただくのを 見届けて

その上で死にます



[14]

捨丸兄ちゃんとなら 私... 幸せになれたかもしれない



[15]

ああ 私は一体この地で 何をしていたのでしょう

ただ 誰かのものになるのは いやだと 駄々(だだ)をこね

お父様の願いをふみにじっただけ

いつわりの小さな野や山で 自分の心をごまかして

でも 月へ帰らなければ ならなくなった今

ようやく思い出したのです

私がなぜ 何のために






The Three Stigmata of Noel Scott Engel

In February of 1978, the sad young man went away. The algorithm that replaced him could pass for human, when it wanted to. It gave occasional interviews and was the subject of a documentary; by all accounts, it had a family and lived in suburban west London. In 2019, it even managed to contract cancer and die. But then, the uncanniest valley of all is the one that hides in plain sight.

Scott Walker’s later music unsettles, not because it’s alien, but because it alienates. It’s perversely fitting, then, that the young Walker—let’s call him Sleep Walker—should have been such an exponent of seduction. You can hear it readily enough in those lush Walker Brothers numbers that gave snaggle-tooth England the flutters. “Love Her”, “Make it Easy on Yourself”, “My Ship is Coming in”: each has the neotenous prettiness of pop before Andy Warhol took it behind the bike shed and gave it something to think about. But even in the solo records of the later 1960s, Walker just swapped the high school for the Students’ Union. “Loneliness,” he revealingly crooned, “is a cloak you wear”, and if he went on to thicken up the mix with some Jacques Brel and Albert Camus, they were just props to make the boomer girls feel deep. And why not? Tuition fees had gone forever, and the existential angst had to be sourced somewhere.

It’s to Walker’s credit that he hated it. Most of us, when we have a skill, prescribe it like penicillin: Jeffrey Dahmer, probably, felt serial killing to be a public good. And Walker knew the moves of seduction better than the inside of his own mouth. So, when he chose to become the mirror instead of the reflection, the idol he was killing was himself.


In the strength of the crime

You sing like a stranger

And your failure fulfils

Your most secret defeat.



Sleep Walker’s death wasn’t quick. We can still hear his murderer at work, 28 years later, on The Drift:


Jesse are you listening?

. . .

I lower my head

Press my ear to the prairie.

‘Alive, I'm the only one

Left alive

I'm the only one

Left alive

I'm the only one

Left alive

Alive.’



Thus does Jesse, the unborn brother, the six feet of foetus, answer Elvis, the teen idol, from his grave beneath the American grasslands. Go listen to it, if you haven’t already; it’s the most harrowing vocal in all of music. It’s the sound of truth murdering beauty.

But anyone will tell you that the second murder is easier than the first. Having killed himself, Walker set about killing the rest of us, too. You can’t be convicted of homicide if there’s no such thing as a human.


KURTZ:      What did they tell you?

WILLARD:  They told me that you had gone totally insane

and that your methods were unsound.

KURTZ:      Are my methods unsound?

WILLARD:  I don’t see any method at all, sir.



But there was a method, all the same. From 1978’s Nite Flights onwards, Walker diced our culture into a slurry and fed it back to us.  As is so often the case, the first step comprehends the whole journey. Nite Flights. Ingest Filth. (Shitting Elf works too, if you’re reading this to your kids.) And, like the prisoners in Salò, Pasolini’s torture-porn, we ate the shit we were served. David Bowie, famously, could never get the taste out of his mouth. Brian Eno maintained the shit was so good that we’ve never had better since. In Bish Bosch, Walker himself allowed that if shit were music, he’d be a brass band.


	* *



When AlphaGo beat Lee Sedol in 2016, it made headline news; in 2019, when Gwern taught GPT-2 to write like Shelley, Reuters reckoned that this one could sit on the spike. Fair enough: nerds dig board games and Shelley was mean to his wife. Still, poetry pays in prestige—it’s not like there’s a Dante of checkers—so you’d think the belletrists would at least have broken a sweat when the central bank started printing money.


My heart, why come you here alone?

The wild thing of my heart is grown

To be a thing,

Fairy, and wild, and fair, and whole.



(Yes, I know: there is precisely no one alive today whose inner life is captured by these lines. Do you think that would have been different in 1818?)

In 2007, Walker made his second release on the 4AD label (the first being The Drift). Who Shall go to the Ball? And What Shall go to the Ball? is an instrumental piece commissioned for the Candoco Dance Company, who perform with a mixed cohort of able-bodied and disabled dancers. Unusually, the release was prefaced with a question:


How much of a body does an intelligence need to be potentially socialised in an age of ever-developing AI? This is but one of many questions that informed the approach to the project.



There’s a whiff of intern prose about this; besides, looking for smoking guns is conspiracy-theory try-hard. Still, you have to ask yourself: how much of a body does six feet of foetus need to be potentially socialised in an age of ever-developing AI? Shelley’s wife might have hazarded a guess. It’s such a shame that OpenAI cloned the monkey instead of the organ-grinder.

Algorithms, we’re told, encode our biases. This is great news. At the time of writing, it’s still illegal to hack the human cortex, which means we’re stuck with the racist assholes. But you can change whatever you like about the distribution of weights in a neural network; it’s brainwashing without tears. Fair warning: this may take you further than you wish to go. Being human is itself a bias, a statistical pattern, a set of expected values in the long-term frequency of genes, behaviours, and symbols. Shuffle these up and the smart money is always on the result being cancer.

When Walker shuffled the deck, something else came up. Sure, it still looks like cancer; see it standing there, its face pressed up against the glass!


As the grossness of spring rose

A tumour balloon to squeak against the window

With the grossness of spring staining into the walls



But this isn’t cancer as a disease of proteins; it’s cancer as a pathology of information. It’s the cancer of a system trying to reproduce itself and making something else instead. This cancer is entropy’s answer to narcissism. Walker didn’t need telling that it’s terminal—after all, it’s how he disappeared.

But we do, because we’re still stuck in the nouveau Palaeolithic and it’s getting dark. What Walker began as an aesthetic now directs the traffic and manages your pension fund (LOL! Like you have a pension). The difference is that Walker starts with the narcissistic image and spirals out into the darkness; the algorithm that tells you how to vote starts with the darkness and spirals into the image. The imposture is just about visible, for now. Give a little and it won’t be; give it a little more, and you won’t even care. Look how prettiness mutilated Leonard Cohen—and you think you can survive it?

We won’t survive it; no one does. That’s why SETI only ever detects silence. But if we want to at least try, Walker points the way. The arc of compositions from Nite Flights through to Bish Bosch shows us what we look like when the primate isn’t being flattered. If you think it’s ugly or incoherent, then draw the inference before it hangs you. Because the noose is growing tighter and there isn’t much time.


	*  *



“The Electrician” is a song about a CIA torturer. In the Vietnam era, the innovation was to attach the batteries from field radios to the testicles of informants. These days, PsyOps find that approach to be a bit gauche, and torture with music instead. Still, the principle is the same.


If I jerk the handle

You'll die in your dreams

If I jerk the handle, jerk the handle

You'll thrill me and thrill me and thrill me



In February of 1978, Scott Walker jerked the handle and we died in our dreams. We’ll stay dead, if we know what’s good for us.




The Virality Project: A Misinformation Tragedy

The Revenge of the Real

In her 2024 book, Invisible Rulers: The People Who Turn Lies into Reality, Renee DiResta invokes philosopher Benjamin Bratton’s “revenge of the real” at the end of her chapter about the Virality Project. During the pandemic, “actual reality – tornado reality – confronted us, and yet many continued to operate in, or profit from, bespoke realities. And an untold number paid for it with their lives.” [1]  For DiResta, Covid vaccine hesitancy was a modern tragedy. Thousands of Americans who could have saved their lives by getting a shot that was freely available to them chose not to do so because they had been misinformed. Instead of following the advice of public health experts who wanted to save their lives, they followed “invisible rulers” – social media influencers who manipulate public opinion from behind their keyboards to gain power, fame, and fortune -- to their doom.

While I agree that the unnecessary death of many Americans was a tragedy, I found another tragedy and another set of invisible rulers who suffered the revenge of the real when I reviewed the Virality Project’s efforts to protect Americans from mis and disinformation. Like the social media influencers that they opposed, the misinformation researchers who led the Virality Project were trapped in their own bespoke reality full of contradictions and catch-22s. They sought to defend scientific expertise from its critics, but they misdiagnosed the threat and prescribed remedies that exacerbated rather than lessened the crisis. They undermined faith in the scientific method by encouraging scientists to get out of their labs to join the meme wars on social media. They sabotaged trust in media companies (both social and traditional) by encouraging them to manipulate their audiences.  Like the American officer during the Vietnam War who decided that it had become “necessary to destroy the town to save it,” misinformation researchers betrayed the scientific method and democratic discourse in their effort to rescue them.

Why Review the Virality Project?

After the first two COVID-19 vaccines received Emergency Use Authorization from the Food and Drug Administration in December 2020, the incoming Biden administration decided that vaccinating as many Americans as possible was the best strategy for ending the pandemic. They undertook a massive effort to produce, promote, and distribute Covid vaccines as quickly as possible. At first, the campaign was remarkably successful as many Americans like me rushed out to get jabbed as soon as we could, eager to rip off our masks and recover our social lives. By June 1, 2021, 45% of the population, 148 million Americans, were fully vaccinated. After June, however, the rate of vaccination plateaued and didn’t reach 67% until May of 2023. [2]

The government’s vaccination campaign merged with its fight against misinformation. According to a recent study by Andrew Lowenthal of liber-net, the federal government spent $1.5 billion between 2010 and 2025 on 900 awards to “counter mis-, dis-, and malinformation (MDM).” Anti-misinformation funding gradually increased after 2016 and peaked in 2021 when the government spent $209 million on 191 grants and contracts. Many of the awards went to organizations that promised to counter Covid misinformation.

From the beginning of the pandemic, public health organizations worried that misinformation would undermine compliance with interventions necessary for conquering the virus. In February 2020, two months into the pandemic, the director of the World Health Organization (WHO) claimed that “we’re not just fighting an epidemic; we’re fighting an infodemic. Fake news spreads faster and more easily than this virus, and is just as dangerous.” As US vaccination rates stalled in July 2021, Surgeon General Vivek Murthy echoed the WHO’s concerns. In a report on Confronting Health Misinformation, Murthy argued that:


Many people have had trouble figuring out what to believe, which sources to trust, and how to keep up with changing knowledge and guidance … Misinformation has caused confusion and led people to decline COVID-19 vaccines, reject public health measures such as masking and physical distancing, and use unproven treatments.



To help the public make better decisions, Murthy sought to “build a healthier information environment.” The NGOs, think tanks, and universities that received government anti-misinformation grants promised to help the Surgeon General in this fight.

The Virality Project (VP), which was hosted by the Stanford Internet Observatory (SIO) and led by DiResta, SIO’s research manager, was a key player in the pro-vax, anti-misinformation campaign. DiResta modeled the VP on a similar project that the SIO had run during the 2020 election called the Election Integrity Project (EIP). From January through August 2021, the VP monitored “anti-vaccine narratives” on several social media platforms including Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, TikTok, Reddit, and Instagram. Students hired by the VP coded social media posts into anti-vax themes and tropes. Then, VP researchers escalated some of the themes to the platforms to alert them to potential violations of their terms of service. While monitoring anti-vax narratives in real time, VP wrote 32 weekly project briefings summarizing the anti-vax themes of the week and sent them to public health organizations, government agencies, and social media companies so that they would be aware of trending anti-vax stories.

The VP collaborated closely with a wide network of organizations focused on fighting Covid misinformation. In addition to the SIO, three other academic centers, two NGOs and a private networking company are cited as authors in its final report.[3] The VP also had cooperative and collegial relations with social media companies as illustrated by the Twitter Files. Twitter’s content moderation staff corresponded with VP researchers about their weekly briefings and offered DiResta and her colleague Alex Stamos early access to an exclusive feed of COVID-related tweets (including an estimated 50 million tweets per day) back in April 2020.

Furthermore, the VP had a close relationship to Surgeon General Murthy who visited the SIO in July 2021 to promote his advisory on health misinformation. According to the VP’s final report, “the Office of the Surgeon General incorporated VP’s research and perspectives into its own vaccine misinformation strategy.” The tight and mostly cooperative connections between academic institutions, NGOs, technology companies, and government officials reflected the “whole-of-society effort” required to address health misinformation per Murthy and the VP.

I decided to review the VP because they sat in the middle of a vast Covid anti-misinformation network and extensively documented their efforts. By diving into their reports, briefings, and blog posts, I hoped to gain insight into the assumptions and world view that motivated the broader anti-misinformation campaign.

What Evidence Did I Consult?

28 of the 32 Virality Project Weekly Briefings, starting with #4 published on January 19, 2021 and ending with #32 published on August 3, 2021 are available in pdf format on the Stanford website as are 11 Rapid Response and 6 Policy Analysis blog posts published in 2021. The VP’s final report, Memes, Magnets, and Microchips: Narrative dynamics around COVID-19 vaccines was released in February 2022 and is available for download on the Stanford Digital Repository.

In 2023, the VP was featured in the Twitter Files after Elon Musk gave Matt Taibbi and other journalists access to the Twitter servers so that they could investigate the activities of pre-Musk Twitter employees. The VP was mentioned briefly in Twitter Files #18, “The Censorship-Industrial Complex,” published on March 9, 2023. The last of the Twitter Files #19, “The Great COVID-19 Lie Machine,” published on March 17, 2023 primarily focused on the VP. In his blistering critique of the VP, Taibbi quoted extensively from their published materials and released a few email exchanges between VP researchers and Twitter employees. The friendly emails confirm VP’s assertions that they had close and cooperative relationships with the social media platforms.

Largely as a result of the Twitter Files, VP was included in the Murthy v. Missouri court case in 2023 in which two states and several individuals sued the Surgeon General and other government officials for indirectly censoring them by pressuring social media companies to restrict speech on their platforms. Both the District Court judge in Louisiana, who ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, and the Supreme Court, who ruled in favor of the defendants, agreed that the VP could not be sued by the plaintiffs. Although the VP had close relationships with government officials and social media companies, the courts decided that it was a stretch to argue that the VP had acted on behalf of the government or that they controlled the policies of the companies. Nevertheless, there is interesting information about the VP in the court decisions and in the Amicus Brief filed on the VP’s behalf by Stanford lawyers.

DiResta’s Invisible Rulers, published after the Twitter Files and the court case, offers a vigorous defense of the EIP and the VP and describes how she got started in the misinformation business. For DiResta, Taibbi epitomizes the “invisible rulers” in her title. She claims that Taibbi got rich off of lying about her and the SIO because the Twitter Files drastically increased his paid subscribers on SubStack. (For partial disclosure of my priors, I had subscribed to Taibbi’s SubStack long before the Twitter Files came out, and first became aware of the VP through his writing.)

Although the VP transparently published much of its work, it would have been useful to have more information about the incidents that it reported to the platforms. According to its final report, the VP monitored 911 incidents in Jira, their project management software, and referred 174 of them to “platforms for potential action.” [4] However, there is no list (or examples) of the specific Tweets or Facebook posts considered serious enough to report. In the Twitter Files, Taibbi published one of the “escalation summaries” received by Twitter, but beyond that I don’t know which of the many incidents reported in the Project Briefings were considered actionable by the VP. Nor do I have information about what the platforms did with the incident reports that they received. In the EIP final report, the SIO noted that the platforms only acted on 32% of the posts that were reported to them, but I don’t know if the platforms acted on any of the issues sent to them by the VP or exactly what they did with posts that they did act upon.

The Twitter Files also provide little direct insight into what Twitter employees thought about the VP.  For me, the most interesting aspect of the Twitter Files is the back-channel discussions between Twitter employees about the organizations trying to influence them. Twitter employees often were dismissive of the “flawed research methods” of other misinformation projects such as Hamilton 68. They only acted on the information provided by these organizations when they felt pressured to do so by politicians and the media who used misinformation reports to threaten Twitter with public embarrassment. With the VP, Taibbi didn’t publish any behind the scenes complaints by Twitter employees. Hence, I don’t really know if Twitter employees were as dismissive of the VP’s research methods as they were of some of the other misinformation researchers.

Vaccine Hesitancy is not Misinformation

As I read through the VP’s project briefings week by week, they increasingly struck me as odd in a way that I couldn’t put my finger on. As misinformation reports, they seemed strangely passive about the truth or falsity of the narratives that they reported on. Finally, it dawned on me that the VP was founded on a category error. Vaccine hesitancy is neither misinformation nor information; it is a state of mind, a practical judgment that may or may not be based on misinformation. In every project briefing, the VP described itself as a “coalition of disinformation research entities,” but its ultimate goal was to reduce vaccine hesitancy. Thus, there was a fundamental disconnect between the VP’s tools and its goals because correcting misinformation often has little influence on beliefs or behavior.

Suppose, for example, that I think that you really ought to try a new experimental drug, but you don’t want to because you think that it’s too risky. There are at least four possible causes of our disagreement:


	
 One of us may be misinformed. If I show you a source that you trust demonstrating that the drug is safe, you might change your mind. Or if you show me new information about how risky it is from a source that I trust, I might change my mind.




	
  We may disagree about how to interpret the evidence we share. I think that an article that we read in the newspaper about the benefits of the drug is definitive, but you can’t ignore what happened to our neighbor who got so sick after she tried it. Maybe, I can still persuade you to change your mind, but it will involve arguments that go beyond simply debunking your evidence.




	
  We may disagree about who to trust. You think Doctor A is credible and knowledgeable, but I think that he’s a crank and that you should listen to Doctor B instead. Again, I may be able to convince you to change your mind or vice versa, but it will take a lot of persuasion that goes beyond correcting a few facts.




	
  We may have different values. Even if we completely agree about the risks and benefits of the medicine, we may disagree about what you should do about them. I may think that protecting your life is your highest duty, but you may be willing to take the risk because living with the side effects is more intolerable than death. In this case, showing you a few new facts avails me little. Persuading you to change your mind will require a much deeper argument.






If my primary goal is to persuade you to change your mind -- especially about something that will profoundly affect your future health and welfare -- correcting misinformation often will be of limited utility to me, and sometimes will be counterproductive. If you happen to believe that taking the drug will help you lose 20 pounds, I will be disinclined to disabuse you of that belief even if I know it to be misinformation. I may convince myself that a little white lie that ultimately saves your life is justified.

The VP faced a similar dilemma, and, to their credit, the VP researchers understood that simply correcting misinformation would have a limited effect on reducing vaccine hesitancy. In their reports and briefings, the VP identified four types of social media posts that tend to increase vaccine hesitancy although they are not necessarily false.


	
  Anecdotes about adverse reactions to the vaccine. Because so many people are connected on social media, it would be impossible for fact checkers to verify every report that someone’s boyfriend, sister, or cousin got sick two days after getting vaccinated.  Regardless of how many of these stories actually are true, their proliferation creates the false impression that the vaccine is more dangerous than it really is per the VP. <sup class="fn-ref" data-fn-id="5" id="fn-ref-5">[5]</sup>




	
  True stories or scientific reports that are “sensationalized or decontextualized.” Even when stories are accurate, they may include “hyperbolic, decontextualized, or misinterpreted facts.” <sup class="fn-ref" data-fn-id="6" id="fn-ref-6">[6]</sup> In other words, the problem is not the facts themselves but how they are interpreted. When information is  interpreted by anti-vax authors in an anti-vax context, it may promote vaccine hesitancy even if it is accurate.




	
  Disagreement between experts. This can happen “in the absence of clear scientific consensus” or when a minority of “credentialed practitioners” disagree with the consensus view. <sup class="fn-ref" data-fn-id="7" id="fn-ref-7">[7]</sup> Although the VP considers doctors who disagree with the vaccine consensus “pseudomedical influencers,” not everyone agrees with the VP about who to trust, and the existence of credentialled experts with conflicting opinions makes it harder to overcome fears about the vaccine.




	
  Political beliefs that are inconsistent with vaccination. The “Medical Freedom” movement opposes government-imposed mandates and passports as a matter of political principle. Although the VP acknowledges that medical freedom claims are an expression of political values rather than a statement of facts, they see it as a strategy that anti-vaxxers often use to promote vaccine hesitancy without triggering fact checks or moderation on social media platforms. <sup class="fn-ref" data-fn-id="8" id="fn-ref-8">[8]</sup>






Because merely correcting the facts often is irrelevant when responding to anti-vax stories about who to trust or what to value, the VP broadened its focus. Instead of simply “attempting to fact-check individual incidents,” it sought to counter “misinformation themes and tropes.” [9]  The VP’s researchers tracked any narrative trending on social media that encouraged vaccine hesitancy regardless of whether it was based on lies, unverifiable speculation, or facts.

If, in the face of these complications, the VP had abandoned the premise that it was an objective, scientific, misinformation research project, it might have been more coherent. As avowed partisans, the VP could have operated as an anti-vax opposition research agency similar to the firms hired by political campaigns. By finding anti-vax stories trending on social media, the VP could have helped other pro-vaccine advocates understand what they were up against.

Unfortunately, the VP abandoned its focus on identifying incorrect factual assertions without also abandoning the claim that it was “a coalition of disinformation research entities.” VP’s researchers hoped that they could be unbiased scientific observers at the same time that they were advocating for specific social policies, values, and institutions. The effort to do both led to internal contradictions that undermined the coherence and effectiveness of the project.

The VP’s flexible definition of misinformation narratives allowed it to deploy a classic motte and bailey strategy. When attacked, or facing a hostile audience, the VP could retreat to the motte and assert that everyone knows what misinformation is – false information. When writing reports for a friendly audience, they could move out to the bailey where a misinformation narrative could be anything that might cause vaccine hesitancy regardless of its accuracy. But the problem is deeper than a blurry, flexible definition of their project. It’s that the VP tried to fill two completely incompatible roles in the online discussion about vaccines. They wanted to be the neutral judge moderating the online debate while also serving as the prosecutor convicting anti-vax influencers for their crimes.

In Invisible Rulers, DiResta frequently complains that her opponents are “working the refs.” [10] In her eyes, misinformation researchers merely apply neutral rules of social media discourse that are the same for everyone no matter who they are or what they believe. She and other misinformation researchers are neither Republican nor Democrat, neither liberal nor conservative. Although Republicans often “use platitudes of censorship” to complain that misinformation researchers are biased because Republicans get penalized more often, the truth is that conservatives break the rules more often.[11]  If they were better behaved online, they wouldn’t get charged with spreading misinformation so often.

OK but, but… even if I grant for the sake of argument that VP researchers were not biased against Republicans, the discourse that the VP studied was not a debate between Republicans and Democrats, at least not directly; it was about vaccines, their safety, necessity, and about mandates and vaccine passports. In that debate, it would be ridiculous to assert that the VP was neutral. They knew from the start which side they were on. They weren’t tracking any old misinformation; they weren’t interested in pro-vaccine misinformation narratives; they were specifically studying “COVID-19 anti-vax disinformation” as they state at the beginning of every project briefing. Nevertheless, they still saw themselves as unbiased refs.

It’s as if the Super Bowl referees got together before the game and agreed that Pat Mahomes obviously is a better quarterback than Jalen Hurts and that the Chiefs are a better team than the Eagles. To avoid amplifying malinformation, they would have to officiate the game to make sure that the Eagles wouldn’t win and contribute to the false narrative that Hurts is better than Mahomes. If Hurts complains after the game, he can be dismissed as a sore loser trying to work the refs.

Some readers may be thinking, OK but, but … even if we grant for the sake of argument that the VP was a biased ref, at least it was biased for truth, science, and health. As I acknowledged at the beginning of this review, maybe 200,000 Americans or more died unnecessarily as a result of the relatively low Covid vaccination rates in the US. [12] Studies consistently show that “states with higher levels of Covid vaccination coverage saw significantly lower Covid mortality.” [13] When faced with the Covid-19 emergency, America didn’t need a fair and even-handed debate between pro-vax scientists and anti-vax conspiracy theorists. Pro-vax advocates were saving people’s lives, and the refs were right to put their thumbs on the scales and push as hard as they could to make sure that the good guys won.

My counter-argument is that the scientific method and democratic discourse don’t work when the refs (in the government, or in the media, or in the academy) decide in advance who should win or that the debate shouldn’t happen at all. An unfair process that excludes or marginalizes dissenting voices generates suspicion and distrust even if the refs have correctly identified the good guys. And it’s impossible to be certain who the good guys are, especially in the middle of a new and unprecedented crisis. Today in 2025, we have some perspective, and I am confident in saying that the consensus expert opinion was largely right about the value of vaccines especially for those over 60 or who had underlying conditions.  But it also seems obvious to me by now that the consensus public health advice about lockdowns, masks, and school closures in the US was disastrously wrong. [14] Sometimes, the cranks who reject the consensus are the good guys and the official institutions are the bad guys at least in terms of the consequences of their recommendations.

Anti-misinformation activists want to clean up our messy discursive environment for us. As Surgeon General Murthy argued in his anti-infomedic report, they want to “improve the quality of health information we consume”  by eliminating the intellectual pollution that we encounter. But their model of our minds is flawed. Learning is messy and hard. Trying to make it smooth and easy risks preventing us from thinking at all. The VP’s simplistic and distorted model of the mind also weakened its own understanding of the Covid vaccine debates. A few examples of the strange thinking and contradictory advice that I found in the VP’s project briefings will illustrate the point.

CDC Counting

On May 14, 2021, when an increasing number of vaccinated people were catching “breakthrough” cases of COVID, the CDC announced that “COVID-19 cases among vaccinated people will only be counted if they require hospitalization or result in death, to maintain better data on ‘breakthrough cases’ post-vaccination.” In Project Briefing 21, published on May 19, 2021 the VP reported that this story was trending on social media amongst anti-vaccine activists who claimed that the “updated policy is intended to exaggerate vaccine efficacy by deflating case numbers.”  Robert F. Kennedy’s website, Children’s Health Defense, published an article about the change, and it was popular with medical freedom accounts. The VP summed up its analysis of the story with this takeaway: “The decision to be restrictive in counting breakthrough cases is seen as hypocrisy and, among some communities, suggestive of a cover-up.” That’s it. The VP simply reports on how the story is seen. It makes no effort to evaluate whether CDC’s change really is a cover-up or to defend the CDC by offering an alternative interpretation of their decision.

To me, it looks like the anti-vaccine activists have a pretty good case on this one. It seems perfectly rational to suggest that the CDC was massaging their data to alleviate public concerns about breakthrough infections and effectiveness of the vaccines. When I go to the Children’s Health Defense website, their story about the CDC is not obviously sensationalized or decontextualized. Children’s Health Defense even included an editor’s note correcting an error that they made in the first draft of the article, suggesting an effort to be factually accurate. Why would VP include this story about the CDC in a weekly report on vaccine misinformation without offering any evidence that the story is false?

The odd way that the VP reports this story reveals how the VP researchers understood their mission. They were less interested in the accuracy of the narratives that they reported on than in their potential consequences. The VP scanned social media for any story that seemed to encourage vaccine hesitancy and included it in its weekly report. Unless the narrative was obviously crazy -- such as claims that the vaccines had magnets or microchips in them -- it wasn’t the VP’s charge to determine if the anti-vax narratives were true or false or to offer counter-arguments. The VP just sent them off to the government officials, public health communicators, and social media companies who read the VP’s reports because somebody should do something about them.

But it is often not clear from the VP reports exactly what public health communicators or social media companies actually should do about these trending anti-vax topics. In this case, should the CDC admit an error and change its counting policy to counter the appearance of hypocrisy? Or should the policy be better explained and justified to counter the assertions of anti-vax influencers? Or should the story be de-amplified on social media platforms so that it doesn’t escape from anti-vax echo chambers into the general public? Or maybe all of them? Clearly, the ultimate goal is not to correct misinformation but to limit the impact of anti-vax claims.

Natural Immunity

On May 23, 2021, Senator Rand Paul said in an interview that he would not get vaccinated because he had natural immunity due to a prior COVID infection. The VP reported that Paul’s statement started an influential anti-vax narrative that generated significant engagement on social media. On Instagram and Reddit, stories about Paul were the most liked vaccine posts of the week. But how did a story about natural immunity end up on a misinformation report? If a 21st century Rip Van Winkle who had fallen asleep in 2018, woke up in May 2021, he would have been shocked to learn natural immunity had become a controversial idea. Anyone with a casual understanding of how vaccines work – that they give you an attenuated version of a virus so that your body learns how to fight it – would naturally assume that Paul was correct to assert that catching and recovering from Covid-19 would give him similar protection as vaccination.

In their 2025 book, In Covid’s Wake: How Our Politics Failed Us, Stephen Macedo and Frances Lee tell the disquieting story of how natural immunity became problematic for public health organizations in 2020. After lockdowns, masks, and social distancing became the preferred response to the pandemic, the few public health experts who criticized the consensus view, such as the authors of the Great Barrington Declaration, were dismissed as “fringe epidemiologists” who threatened the social solidarity required to make lockdowns effective. Natural immunity became problematic because it was a central plank in the “fringe” critique, which asserted that young, healthy people, who were mostly resistant to getting severe cases of COVID, should go back to business as usual. Most of them would catch COVID, get sick for a few days, and acquire natural immunity. According to the dissenters, this would be the quickest way for the population to develop herd immunity and provide protection to weaker members of society who were more vulnerable to serious sickness from Covid.

In their rush to dismiss the alternative view as pseudoscientific nonsense, public health organizations de-emphasized the idea of natural immunity. Shockingly, Macedo and Lee show that the WHO suppressed “scientific understanding of the immune system” to promote their preferred public health policies:


In June 2020, the World Health Organization’s website reflected the standard scientific and commonsense view in defining ‘herd immunity’ as ‘indirect protection from an infectious disease that happens when a population is immune either through vaccination or immunity developed through previous infection.’ Both infection and recovery as well as vaccination contribute to herd or population-level immunity. As public health officials sought to discourage reliance on natural immunity, the WHO changed the definition of herd immunity on its website. By November 13, the website definition focused entirely on vaccination and read as follows: “‘herd immunity’, also known as ‘population immunity’, is a concept used for vaccination, in which a population can be protected from a certain virus if a threshold of vaccination is reached.” [15]



Because the idea of natural immunity might lead to questions about the wisdom of lockdown policies, the WHO decided to suppress it from their website so that the public wouldn’t get confused.

By May 2021 when vaccines were available, the VP worried that belief in natural immunity would contribute to vaccine hesitancy in two ways. First, it suggested that the many people who already had contracted Covid did not need to get vaccinated. Second, it had been adopted by influential politicians such as Paul and Ron Johnson, who had the “ability to sway mass opinion” against vaccination. In its May 25 briefing, VP didn’t say that natural immunity was false, but suggested that “experts still do not agree on how long natural immunity lasts.”  At that point, public health communicators could still adopt a “better safe than sorry” strategy. Those who had recovered from Covid might as well get vaccinated because the effectiveness of natural immunity had not yet been verified specifically for Covid.

Unfortunately for the VP, the problem of responding to the natural immunity narrative became even more challenging by the time that it put out its next weekly briefing on June 2, 2021. During that week, two studies had been published showing that “Mild COVID-19 induces lasting antibody protection … that can last a lifetime.”  The unsurprising confirmation that natural immunity worked for Covid-19 as it did for other viruses led to a bizarre VP takeaway that almost seems to blame scientists for publishing studies that advance an anti-vax narrative. The VP was seeing:


A shift in disinformation circles towards using more ‘legitimate’ and ‘scientific’ information. The use of decontextualized findings from this Nature article marks the ongoing tactic to spread anti-vaccine sentiment through new scientific information.



It got even worse two weeks later when another study by the Cleveland Clinic indicated that there was “no point vaccinating those who’ve had Covid-19.” At this point, VP’s reports betray increasing frustration that scientific research keeps supporting the wrong narratives:


More and more often, we are seeing “natural immunity” narratives be backed up by legitimate scientific findings that can be easily twisted to sow mistrust in American public health institutions and divert the general public from getting the vaccine.



VP’s panic and confusion on this issue results from the impossibility of holding together its double-mission of disinformation research and vaccine advocacy. When it became evident that public health institutions were themselves distributing misinformation to convince people to get vaccinated, the VP found itself grasping at straws. The best they could do was to remind their readers that the anti-vaxxers really were the bad guys regardless of what science happened to say in this instance.

Of course, if public health institutions really wanted to restore some trust in themselves at this point, they would have acknowledged that they screwed up by de-emphasizing natural immunity. They could have admitted, “yeah, our bad, Rand Paul was right on this one, and we were wrong. Now, let’s focus on vaccinating people who haven’t been infected.”  But that’s precisely the approach that the VP’s emphasis on narratives precludes. From the VP’s perspective, admitting that the vaccine critics like Rand Paul were right about anything only contributes to the broader anti-vax, anti-expert narrative that Paul was promoting. The only viable option VP seems to offer its readers is to engage in an aggressive public messaging campaign to embed stories about natural immunity in a thick coating of pro-vaccine context in the hope that it won’t give people the wrong ideas.

The Fauci/Derbez Interview

On March 10, 2021, Mexican actor Eugenio Derbez interviewed Anthony Fauci about Covid vaccines on Instagram. Before starting the interview, Derbez acknowledged that he was skeptical about getting vaccinated himself and explained that Fauci’s office had reached out to him so that he could ask questions on behalf of other vaccine hesitant people in his audience. In the interview, Derbez politely asked several reasonable questions that reflected genuine concerns that his audience might have:


	Why do the vaccines only have Emergency Use Authorization instead of full authorization?

	Why are pharmaceutical companies asking governments to protect them from liability? Won’t that reduce their incentive to make sure that the vaccines are safe?

	If the vaccines prevent transmission of the virus, why are you asking people to wear masks even after they are vaccinated?

	If mRNA vaccines are new, how can you be sure that they are safe in the long run?



Although he was not perfect, I think that Fauci did pretty well in the interview. His answer about masking was convoluted because the official recommendations were convoluted (sometimes vaccinated people should wear masks and sometimes they could take them off depending on various complicated conditions that Fauci tried to summarize). [16]  And Fauci’s answer about the liability of pharmaceutical companies was evasive. He twice assured Derbez that of course you can sue the companies if they do something that harms you, a response which fails to explain why they were seeking liability protection in the first place. Overall, however, Fauci was calm, thoughtful, and persuasive. I certainly wouldn’t have had any hesitancy about getting vaccinated immediately if I had seen the interview when it first aired.

By getting his message out to a large potentially vaccine hesitant audience -- the interview has been viewed over 2 million times on Instagram -- Fauci was following the recommendations that the VP gave to public health communicators. However, when the VP monitored the response to the interview, they decided that it was a disaster: “Despite intentions for positive public messaging among Spanish speakers, Derbez’s questions amplified vaccine hesitancy and had an overall negative effect on public discourse.” Derbez was interviewed on Univision and on Mexican media where he was allowed to explain why he was still vaccine hesitant without receiving much push-back from his interviewers. Most damningly for the VP, many avowed anti-vax influencers loved the interview. It was promoted by Del Bigtree, RFK Jr, and other anti-vax activists on their websites. Because the anti-vaxxers considered it a win for their side, the VP decided that the interview must have been a loss for public health.

Even if I accept the VP’s premise that anything that contributes to vaccine hesitancy is bad, I have doubts about the VP's confident judgment that the interview had a “negative effect on public discourse.” It’s hard to look into the minds of the millions who watched the interview to see if it increased or decreased their vaccine hesitancy. The VP worried that giving so much attention to Derbez’s skepticism surfaced concerns that hadn’t been widely discussed before, but what if those concerns – although previously ignored by the media -- were already in the minds of the audience. At least, the doubters got to hear a direct response to their questions from a famous public health official.

One could even argue that it was a coup for Fauci to get an interview posted on the anti-vax websites. If there were still-persuadable people who visited RFK’s site, Fauci got to make his case to them face to face through Instagram. For the RFK readers already convinced that Fauci was evil and the vaccines were poison, Fauci hardly could increase their vaccine hesitancy by talking to them. Who knows what ultimate effect the Derbez/Fauci interview had on population-wide decisions about vaccination? Why was the VP so quick to discourage Fauci from thoughtful engagement with public doubts?

The VP’s response to Fauci’s interview reflects magical thinking about what public health leaders can accomplish. In their explicit recommendations to public health communicators, the VP asks them to be honest, clear, and accurate -- good advice that’s hard enough to follow. But when the VP monitored the response to public health communication on social media, honesty and accuracy weren’t enough. Fauci can’t just participate in the public discourse; he must end it. Fauci must wave his magic wand and make all of our doubts and worries about the vaccine disappear. He must manage the discourse to make sure that the public does what it is supposed to do. That’s an impossible task, and it was Fauci’s attempts to achieve it by using his position to manipulate  rather than inform public opinion that undermined his reputation during the pandemic.

Content Moderation Avoidance Strategies

Debate about content moderation on social media platforms often revolves around questions of censorship. Are social media companies censoring their customers by preventing them from posting what they want or are they exercising their own right of free expression by controlling what is allowed on their own platforms? Is the government using social media as an indirect tool of censorship when it tells Twitter and Facebook how they should moderate their sites, or are government officials simply exercising their own right to express their opinions? These questions are important, but they are not the only relevant questions about content moderation.

Regardless of whether Facebook, Twitter, and VP were conspiring with the government to stomp on our first amendment rights during the pandemic, their efforts to control misinformation on their platforms were maddening, unfair, and inimical to vigorous debate about important social issues. Like the VP, the social media companies served as Janus-faced cheerleader referees in the vaccination debates. They tried to make both sides follow the rules but they knew which side was supposed to win, and modified the rules if they thought that the wrong side was scoring too many points.

DiResta’s favorite argument about why labelling is not censorship illustrates the underlying contradiction. Per DiResta, a label is just another form of the counter speech that free-speech absolutists consider the best response to bad speech. [17] When an anti-vax influencer complains after Facebook slaps a label on his post that tells readers that they should go to the CDC for authoritative information, he’s just working the refs because Facebook is simply exercising its own right to engage in counter speech.

But are labels really counter speech? They certainly aren’t necessary for counter speech. Anyone on Facebook who thinks that the anti-vaxxer is an idiot can comment on his post or write their own post to tell readers that they should get their information from the CDC instead. When Facebook intrudes on the discussion with a label, they are not participating in a debate with their customers on equal terms; they are handing out a yellow card warning users that a violation of their rules of discourse has occurred. Conflating labels with counter-speech, as DiResta does, again conflates the role of a judge in the courtroom with the role of a prosecuting attorney in the hope that social media companies can play both roles at the same time.

The double-sidedness of the VP’s expectations about content moderation is evident in their advice to the social media companies to be consistent and transparent while also being flexible. In their recommendations to the platforms, VP stresses the value of transparent content moderation rules that are consistently applied. [18] Customers have to know exactly why they have been moderated and see that the same rules are being applied to everyone else. If vague rules are capriciously interpreted, and if Donald Trump gets away with stuff that no one else is allowed to do, social media customers will rightly complain that content moderation is unfair. As far as it goes, this advice makes sense although an obvious corollary is that content moderation on the basis of misinformation should be as light as possible. As soon as social media companies get into the business of deciding what is true and false, they open a Pandora’s box of philosophical controversy where they will look in vain for clear and consistent rules.

But the VP doesn’t really believe its own advice about transparency and consistency when it becomes inconvenient. VP researchers also worry about the “content moderation avoidance strategies” deployed by “vaccine-opposed communities.” Because clear, consistent, and transparent rules can be gamed by bad actors now who know exactly what they have to do to avoid them, the VP argues that content moderation policies also have to be adaptable. When vaccine-opposed groups modify their strategies to get their message out according to the existing rules, social media companies have to respond by modifying the rules. This is another of the VP’s catch-22s.

Critics may argue that I exaggerate the importance of this contradiction. In their blog post about content moderation avoidance strategies, the VP identifies simple lexical tricks that Internet users have long used to evade the spirit of content moderation. Influencers can evade detection by writing “v@ccine” instead of “vaccine,” or by posting non-machine-readable images with disfavored text, or by posting links to controversial material in the comments, which are less heavily moderated. By adapting to these strategies, one could argue that social media companies are not really being unfair to the anti-vax posters who use these tricks. They are just modifying enforcement tactics to make sure that their rules actually are followed as originally intended.

I have a couple of responses to this critique. First, the thorough control and monitoring required to catch all these little tricks on a platform would be chilling to vibrant discourse and almost impossible to apply equally to everyone. Some of the examples of content moderation avoidance that the VP includes in its analysis are so petty and trivial that they discredit the whole project. Here is one of the VP’s examples of using lexical variation to avoid detection on Twitter:

[image: ]

The VP complains that this joke-tweet with 6 likes and two quotes “is unlabeled, and, over a week after being posted, is still available on Twitter.” When I saw this, I had to remind myself that the VP had access to a Twitter feed that included 50 million Covid tweets per day. Was this really the best example of the dangerous misinformation flooding social media that they could find? Did they also expect Twitter to scour its site to remove all the mean jokes posted about the unvaccinated?

Here’s another example of the dangerous stuff that slipped through the cracks of Twitter’s content moderation:

[image: ]

Per the VP, the problem with this tweet is that “prominent anti-vaccine influencer Dr. Sherri Tenpenny, uses a vaccine-neutral hashtag (#COVIDshot) in order to get her tweet which casts doubt on a vaccine program in Georgia to more users.” Again, is this one of the best examples that they could come up with? I read the tweet, the VP’s analysis of it, and looked up the story to confirm that it is accurate, and I still can’t figure out where the misinformation is. How is using a hashtag about vaccines to share a story about vaccines a devious trick to evade Twitter’s rules? Apparently, the VP knows that this tweet is misinformation only because it was posted by a “prominent anti-vaccine influencer.”  If the same tweet had been posted by a pro-vaccine activist, it might have been read as celebrating a policy to get more people vaccinated. The VP’s own examples illustrate the impossibility of applying a misinformation based content moderation in an unbiased way.

My second response to the critic is that the content moderation avoidance strategies that worry the VP go far beyond lexical tricks. The primary avoidance strategy that concerns the VP is the Medical Freedom movement. Medical Freedom activists opposed governmental policies to control Covid by restricting individual freedom. They were opposed to vaccine mandates and passports and to lockdowns and mask mandates. The VP asserts that Medical Freedom became more popular online as the social media platforms cracked down on vaccine misinformation and argues that many anti-vax influencers shifted to posting about politics instead of medicine so that they could continue to get their message out to their followers: “Although these groups use freedom of choice as their primary framing and branding, much of their content aims to reduce vaccine uptake.” [19] The reluctance of social media companies to be more aggressive about suppressing the reach of Medical Freedom ideology was an ongoing source of frustration to the VP because they considered it an important source of vaccine hesitancy.

By suggesting that it was primarily a front for vaccine skepticism, I think that the VP completely misunderstands and underestimates the inherent appeal of the Medical Freedom movement in 2021. A useful resource for understanding the Medical Freedom movement is The Pushback, a film about the “Worldwide Rally for Freedom” held on March 21, 2021. The VP describes The Pushback as “an anti-lockdown, COVID-19 conspiracy film.” It was banned on YouTube, but was widely shared on alternative video platforms. I wasn’t aware of the film back in 2021, and I don’t think that I even heard about the Worldwide Rally for Freedom when it happened. The Medical Freedom philosophy was mostly ignored in the media that I consumed and of minimal interest to those in my social bubble as an academic in California.

But watching the Pushback in 2025 was a revelation for me. VP’s dismissive description of it as a Covid-19 conspiracy film is wildly inadequate. The film shows crowds gathering in parks and protesting lockdowns in several countries around the world. The crowd shots are interspersed with clips from lectures by several critics of the Covid consensus, including some of VP’s prominent anti-vax influencers. Yes, I did hear wild conspiratorial speculation. Many of the speakers on the Pushback thought that the government’s Covid responses were purposefully designed to undermine personal freedom as a prelude to dictatorship.

Yet, many of the alternative theories that the Pushback was pushing back in 2021 turned out to be far more correct than the official theories. The Covid lockdowns, mask mandates, and social distancing policies implemented by most governments around the world were largely ineffective in controlling the spread of the virus and were very damaging to many people, especially young and vulnerable children kept out of school. [20] I’ve only figured out recently how bad these policies were by reading some books, but the people at those rallies got it right long before I did. While watching the film, the sense of liberation felt by those crowds freed from their masks and joining together to assert their liberty was visceral to me, and I wished that I had joined them back in 2021 when I was cooped up in my condo drinking too much wine and watching the Game of Thrones.

While I remain highly skeptical of the idea that Biden administration was trying implement an Orwellian state during the pandemic, it is easy to understand why someone who was unnecessarily locked down for a year, who had lost his business or job, and whose children were suffering from distant learning and social isolation might start to think that the government was doing this to him on purpose. And, if the same government that had pointlessly constrained his life for the past year now told him that he needed to take a new vaccine to save his life, why should he believe them?

The VP is probably right to suggest that a pre-pandemic anti-vaccine, Medical Freedom movement took advantage of the pandemic to increase its influence. But the VP is wrong to believe that a savvy social media disinformation campaign was primarily responsible for their success.  Instead, it was the flawed, freedom-restricting response to the pandemic by the government, the media, and academia that made Medical Freedom so attractive to many. Responding to their protests by suppressing and dismissing their views as pseudoscientific misinformation was a remarkably backwards strategy for restoring trust in public institutions.

To their credit, the social media companies resisted going all the way in restricting alternative political viewpoints. The VP acknowledged that it would be impossible to moderate Medical Freedom away because the platforms “consciously chose to avoid moderating the political debate about vaccines.” [21]  Even the VP was reluctant to push too hard to censor the Medical Freedom movement. I believe DiResta is sincere when she says that the VP was doing its best to balance the freedom of political expression with the suppression of dangerous ideas about vaccines. But the VP didn’t really know what else to do with the Medical Freedom movement. Because misinformation researchers started with the false premise that distrust of the vaccines was primarily caused by online misinformation, suppressing or correcting misinformation was the only tool available to them for increasing trust. Unfortunately, it was a tool perfectly designed to do the opposite.

The Revenge of the Real II

The court documents in the Murthy v. Missouri decision offer a fascinating glimpse into reality’s revenge on the anti-misinformation coalition. On July 16, 2021, as vaccination rates continued to lag behind the administration’s goals, Biden “told reporters that social media platforms were ‘killing people’ by allowing COVID-related misinformation to circulate.” At the same time his Covid advisors were aggressively pressuring Facebook and Twitter to expand the scope of content moderation behind the scenes. [22] In public, Facebook made nice with the administration, but the social media companies grumbled in private that the administration was blaming them for its own failures. Despite Facebook’s promises to be even more assertive about policing misinformation going forward, vaccine hesitancy didn’t go away after July 2021, and vaccination rates never reached the levels that the Biden administration had promised.

The infighting between the government and the tech companies about who was to blame for the persistence of vaccine hesitancy is the kind of finger-pointing that happens when a team sees that it is losing. Whether the participants knew it or not (perhaps they didn’t figure it out until November 2024) the mutual frustrations in 2021 revealed that the anti-misinformation battle was already lost. Between 2015 – 2021, a billion dollars had been spent on an anti-misinformation strategy to restore trust in government institutions and experts, but it wasn’t working and wasn’t going to work no matter what Facebook, Twitter, the government, or public health communicators did.

How did this failed campaign get started? I don’t know the whole story, but I see part of it in DiResta’s origin story as a misinformation activist. In Invisible Rulers, DiResta explains that she first became aware of the dangers of social media influencers in 2014 when she joined a campaign in support of SB277, a bill in the California senate that sought to make it harder for parents to opt out of MMR vaccine requirements. DiResta was shocked by the fervor and vitriol of the online anti-vax campaign against her. She was doxed, harassed, and called a medical fascist. A picture of her son in a Halloween costume was shared on social media to portray her as a devil worshiper. The anti-vax activists were a small minority – 85% of Californians vaccinated their children in 2014 and 67% supported SB277 – but they were much more dedicated and networked online. Per DiResta, they used harassment and intimidation tactics to try to make supporters of the bill give up. Eventually, DiResta’s side won this battle when the bill was approved in the California senate, but DiResta worried about what the online campaign that she had been subjected to portended for the future of American politics.

I sympathize with DiResta’s experience and agree that online harassment and cancel culture mobs are detrimental to our political culture, but one of the lessons that she took from her experience was flawed. DiResta complained that most public health experts declined to join her in the online battle for SB277 in 2014: “They believed that what happened on social media didn’t matter. As a CDC employee put it to me at the time, ‘Those are just some people online.’” [23] One could argue that the CDC employee was right in this case. Despite the fervent online anti-vax campaign, most of the public wasn’t swayed, and the law passed by a wide margin in the senate. But DiResta worried that social media was the future and argued that public health institutions would have to join the fray instead of remaining aloof from it.  The experts’ lack of social media skills and their plodding communication style would allow fanatics to implant crazy conspiracy theories in the public mind before the experts could issue their boring reports. If the experts failed to join DiResta on the social media front lines, scientific expertise would cease to be relevant to democratic debate.

Eight years later in the VP’s final report, DiResta and the other VP researchers still were complaining that the public health community was too slow to get involved in the online battle. According to the VP, efforts by social media platforms to respond to Covid misinformation by privileging “content from leading public health institutions, such as the CDC and WHO” backfired because:


Institutional sources did not always produce particularly timely content for platforms to surface, particularly in areas in which consensus took time to develop. Sometimes, in fact, institutions such as the CDC and WHO were reticent to take early positions on pressing COVID-19-related questions that the public wanted answers to, creating a data void; the early debate about masks was one such issue. [24]



According to this analysis, the lack of authoritative answers to pressing public questions at the beginning of the pandemic left a void that got filled with conspiracy theories. If only the public health agencies had been faster to fill the void with their expertise, they might have saved the public from so much confusion.

This analysis is totally upside-down for two reasons. First, public questions that don’t have definitive answers are less dangerous to democracy than the VP supposes. On the contrary, John Dewey, the greatest philosopher of American democracy, argued that the “quest for certainty” was a threat to democratic culture. Democracies don’t need top-down authoritative answers to end debate and impose consensus. They need to be open to a plurality of conflicting voices and to see their political choices as provisional, subject to critique, and open to change. Second, public health officials were not too slow but too fast to rush in and try to fill the data void. On masks, officials like Fauci sowed confusion and mistrust not because they were too reticent but too eager to offer authoritative answers backed by their credentials instead of scientific evidence. Our public response to Covid was not undermined by a confusing void filled with crazy ideas but by a brittle consensus held together by groupthink and a frigid, frightened culture of suppression.

In the Palisades fire in the LA foothills in January 2025, one of the tragedies was that the water pressure in the system got too low. Because the water couldn’t reach the hydrants at the top of the hill where the fire was, firefighters had to wait for water tanks to be filled up elsewhere and then driven up the hills. I’ve been imagining DiResta as a fire captain at the top of the hill yelling at the water tankers that she can’t wait for them to fill up their tanks. They have to drive up and join the fight immediately. But when empty water tanks get to a fire, they have nothing to offer the firefighters except more hot air. Doing good science requires patience, an open mind, and a willingness to evaluate new evidence and different theories regardless of where they come from. Practicing these intellectual virtues may make it harder to win online meme wars, but you can’t save science and democracy by abandoning them.

Perhaps fewer people would have gotten vaccinated if public health experts hadn’t flooded the void with unearned certainty while suppressing dissenters with anti-misinformation campaigns. Or perhaps more people would have accepted a jab without the hard sell. I don’t know. But the public reputation of scientific experts and institutions would have been healthier than it is today.
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The Watergate Affair

On a recent trip to DC, I was surprised to notice that the Watergate Hotel is not only still there, it's still called that. I thought it would have at least changed its name, the way the scandal-ridden military contractor Blackwater keeps changing its name (to Xe and then Academi and later Constellis). But the Watergate is still there, its reputation apparently unaffected by the scandal, or possibly bolstered by it. Maybe the name is so famous that some people stay there as a kind of historical novelty.

Watergate still comes up fairly often and it feels familiar to us. Perhaps it's ridiculous to review such well-trod territory**.** But, like all well-studied facets of history, it inspires that sense of illusory depth that we must already know all about it, or at least somewhere some boring historian must. So I spent some time asking around: What do people know about Watergate, and when did they know it?

The Public Memory

So that we don't deceive ourselves, go on and spend a minute yourself trying to recall what facts you remember about Watergate. What was it, what happened, and why?

~

~

~

~

~

~

~

~

~

~

~

If you don't know too many specifics, you're not alone. I knew almost nothing about the scandal, which happened about a decade before I was born. I knew that there was a burglary at the Watergate and something something this caused Nixon to resign. It's possible I only knew even this much because it comes up as a joke in Forrest Gump. But I assumed that it must be the greatest of all scandals, because all subsequent scandals are named whatevergate in honor of it.

To see if my memory was worse than average, I went around for a couple weeks annoying everyone I know by asking them what they remembered about Watergate.[1] Some were old enough to remember it firsthand, and others surely would (should) have learned something about it in history class, or through the telephone game of culture. Here's some representative recollections:

Younger people...didn't know much. A middle school student I asked had never heard of Watergate, and thought "Nixon" might be one of Santa's reindeer. Young adults remembered bits and pieces, but it tended to be fairly garbled. They had at least heard of Watergate, and remembered there was a burglary, but most didn't remember who the target was. One person said that they broke into a psychiatrist's office to get political dirt on their enemies. Almost everyone knew that Nixon resigned in the end. Someone remembered that he first gave an "I'm not a crook" speech.

Older people, who experienced some of this firsthand, did a little better. Most of them remembered that it was the Democratic National Committee headquarters that was burglarized. Some remembered watching the hearings about this live on TV, and that investigators were trying to determine "what did Nixon know and when did he know it?" One person said that they used to call taping a door latch open "Watergating the door" (more on this later). People remembered that there was a battle over tapes from the Oval Office, and that some of the tapes had been erased by an implausible "Rose Mary stretch" (more on this later too). Someone from a Republican family remembered the prevailing attitude was "both sides do this kind of thing but the Republicans got caught".

They also tended to characterize Nixon as paranoid. He didn't have to tape his conversations in the Oval Office, but he did it anyway. They remembered the Watergate break-in itself as a small crime by modern standards, and thought it was completely unnecessary since he won the next election in a landslide. Some thought Nixon had personally ordered the burglary, and some thought he didn't even know about it, but that he was implicated after the fact in the cover-up. Someone mentioned that he was never impeached, but that he would have been because the Republicans turned on him when they heard what kinds of things he'd been saying behind closed doors.

For it being so long ago, the people who lived through it still remembered quite a lot. That being said, let us look into what, with 50 years of perspective, some boring historians say actually happened.[2]

The Crime

Early in the morning of June 17, 1972, three hippies with guns arrested five men in suits and ties inside the Democratic National Committee offices on the 6th floor of the Watergate Complex. The hippies were undercover cops. The men in suits and ties were former CIA agents and Cuban anti-Castro political activists. Frank Wills, the security guard at the Watergate, had noticed a piece of tape covering the latch of the door from the parking garage, keeping it from locking. Wills removed the tape, but half an hour later he came back and saw that someone had replaced it, so he called the police. The on-duty officer first called to respond was too drunk to go, so any nearby officers were called to respond to the Watergate. This is how they got the bum squad: three officers dressed as hippies and driving an unmarked car.

The burglars were wearing gloves and had cameras and 39 rolls of film with them, as well as radios, electronic bugging equipment, and $2400 in sequentially numbered $100 bills. This all looked very unusual and suspicious to the responding officers, but it wasn't immediately clear who they were or why they were there. The burglars were brought to the police precinct, where a lawyer showed up to represent them despite the fact that they hadn't made any phone calls yet. One of them had an address book which included the name of E. Howard Hunt, listed at the "W. House".

Howard Hunt, it turned out, both planned the break-in and did actually work for the White House. He, along with G. Gordon Liddy, was a member of the secretive White House Special Investigations Unit, also known as the White House Plumbers. The "Plumbers" had been formed in 1971 after the leak of the Pentagon Papers, which were a series of leaked government reports revealing embarrassing lies and omissions about the war in Vietnam. Their name was a joke: The Plumbers were hired by the Nixon administration to prevent future "leaks".

Hunt and Liddy had been in another room at the Watergate during the burglary, and were listening to events unfold on the radio. They knew their operation had been bungled and quickly packed their things and left along with their not-terribly-effective lookout Al Baldwin, who had been watching from the Howard Johnson across the street. On arriving home that night, Liddy told his wife that he'd probably be going to jail. The cover-up began almost immediately. Liddy went back to his office the next day and began shredding various now-incriminating documents, eventually going so far as to shred the rest of the $100 bills. He found Attorney General Richard Kleindienst at a golf club and asked him to intervene to get the burglars out of jail. Kleindienst had no idea what was going on and, perhaps unsurprisingly, refused.

The burglars initially gave false names, but their real identities were quickly discovered. One of them, James McCord, had worked as the security coordinator for the Committee to Re-Elect the President (CRP), Nixon's 1972 campaign organization. The head of CRP (and former Attorney General) John Mitchell issued a statement that McCord was a private contractor no longer employed by the campaign. A few days later, Nixon himself disavowed involvement, saying at a press conference that "The White House has had no involvement whatever in this particular incident".

But other links to the campaign quickly became obvious. Reporting for The Washington Post, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein found that a $25,000 check had been deposited from Kenneth Dahlberg, Nixon's midwest finance chair from the '68 election, to Bernard Barker, one of the five Watergate burglars. Disgruntled former CRP Treasurer Hugh Sloan told Woodward and Bernstein that there was a CRP safe containing about $700,000 in cash campaign donations (over $5,000,000 in 2025 dollars) to be used for "unreported" expenses. Sloan implied that Nixon's chief of staff, Bob Haldeman, was one of the people with authorizing power over the money. This, it would turn out, was the illegal slush fund that financed the Watergate break-in, among many other things.

It should be noted, before we continue, that it's still unclear today what the exact reason for the break-in was. According to Watergate historian Garrett Graff, "No one was ever charged with ordering the break-in, nor has anyone ever confessed or presented conclusive evidence one direction or another about what the burglars hoped to accomplish that night." The testimonies of the people involved disagree with each other. Some of them may never have been told the real reason for the break-in, or were told a false reason.

The most common theory is the one remembered by the public: simple espionage. They were there to bug the phone of DNC chair Larry O'Brien and photograph as many documents as they could, hoping to find some scandal to be used against the Democrats. It's also possible that they were looking to see if the DNC had a secret file of dirt on Nixon's camp; this is what Liddy writes in his memoir. Others theorize that they were there to see if Democrats had evidence tying Republicans to a high-end DC escort service, or to other illegal campaign contributions in the '68 election. It's possible it was some combination of such motives, and we may never know for sure. But suffice it to say, all of the theories fall into the category of "illegitimate-seeming political shenanigans". No one, not even Nixon and his lawyers, contended that the burglary was a legitimate national security operation of any kind.

Ratfucking and Other Misadventures

Seven people, the five burglars plus Hunt and Liddy, were indicted in September. Although newspapers were reporting various links between them and the Nixon White House, the trials hadn't started yet, and the scandal had little effect on public opinion before the '72 election. Nixon defeated George McGovern in a historic landslide, with over 60% of the popular vote.

In the background, however, more and more facts started coming out. By 1973 there was an ongoing FBI investigation into Watergate, the trial of the original Watergate burglars, a $1,000,000 civil suit brought by the Democratic National Committee against CRP, and a Senate Watergate Committee led by Democratic Senator Sam Ervin. Some of these focused narrowly on the break-in itself, but others, including ongoing reporting by Woodward and Bernstein at The Washington Post, branched out to other secret dealings of CRP and the Nixon White House. Modern researchers have discovered even more details of these from memoirs, recordings, and interviews. In no particular order, these are some of the things they found:

Some of Nixon's aides, including press secretary Ron Ziegler and appointments secretary Dwight Chapin, had gone to University of Southern California together, and had been part of a campus group called "Trojans for Representative Government". The Trojans participated in student elections and engaged in what they called "ratfucking", which involved printing fake campaign literature in the name of their opponents, placing spies in other campaigns, and stuffing ballot boxes. Later, Chapin hired fellow USC grad (and Trojan) Don Segretti to do some ratfucking for the President. Segretti, a lawyer by training, was hiring other lawyers to "volunteer" as campaign staffers for the Democrats and relay information back to Nixon's people. The idea was to hire people who could disrupt things, but who would know enough not to do anything actually illegal.

Segretti and his recruits played other "pranks" against the Democrats running in the 1972 primaries. They did things like calling venues for Democratic rallies and saying the event was postponed, and awarding Ted Kennedy a fake "safe driving" award (Kennedy was famously involved in a vehicular manslaughter). They stole stationery from Edmund Muskie's campaign and wrote fake letters pretending that Muskie was accusing other Democrats of having affairs, or implying that Muskie was racist against French Canadians. They called voters in the middle of the night, pretending to be Democratic campaign staffers, just to annoy them.

In parallel Hunt, Liddy, and Jeb Stuart Magruder of the CRP were running their own operations. They paid a man named Elmer Wyatt to volunteer for the Muskie campaign as their cab driver, but secretly take pictures of all the documents that went back and forth. They hired someone called Roger Greaves to follow Democratic campaigners around and do things like take the keys out of idling cars, or steal the shoes they left out in hotels at night to be shined. After Greaves quit they hired Roger Stone (yes that one) to hire spies to infiltrate the campaigns of Muskie and Hubert Humphrey. Sometimes the spies reported sensitive information back, and sometimes they caused disruptions by just doing their jobs as poorly as possible.

Most of these shenanigans paled in comparison with what Liddy originally wanted to do. In January he presented to CRP his plan for Operation GEMSTONE, an array of interlocking efforts to disrupt all parts of the Democratic campaigns. This included subplans such as DIAMOND (kidnapping demonstrators against the RNC and holding them in Mexico), RUBY (planting spies in various Democratic campaigns), EMERALD (equip a spy plane to follow the eventual Democratic nominee around and eavesdrop), SAPPHIRE (entice high profile Democrats with prostitutes), OPAL (“black bag” break-ins of Muskie and McGovern offices), and TURQUOISE (sabotage the air conditioning at the Democratic convention, which was in Miami). This was all deemed to be a bit too much by the rest of the committee, but largely only because it would be too expensive. Liddy was not exactly told not to do all this, he was merely told to scale it back.

Nixon, it turned out, also had an angle on the previous election in 1968, which had been a close race between Nixon and Johnson's Vice President Hubert Humphrey (and third party segregationist George Wallace). Humphrey was initially behind in the polls, but made up a lot of ground by promising to end the bombing of North Vietnam. Nixon realized that if a deal were reached before the election it would greatly favor the incumbent party, so he sought to delay the peace process. Through the intermediary of Anna Chennault, a major Republican fundraiser, Nixon and then-campaign-manager John Mitchell made contact with the ambassador to South Vietnam and convinced them that they'd get a better peace deal from Nixon. The ambassador was asked to delay the Paris talks until after the election, which he did. President Johnson was aware of this plot, even going so far as to call the Republican Senate minority leader to complain of Nixon's "treason". Johnson knew that Nixon was doing this solely to hurt Humphrey's campaign, but he did not disclose it to the public since his information came from secret wiretaps. Nixon went on to win the election with just a 0.7% margin in the popular vote. The peace talks would not reach an agreement for five more years.

In the wake of the Pentagon Papers, Nixon and his team began to worry about what other secret documents had the potential to be leaked. One of his aides, Tom Huston, believed that the Brookings institute had documents about the political machinations of both the Johnson administration and Nixon's campaign during the '68 election. It would be politically damaging to the Democrats if they could prove that the Johnson administration halted bombing in North Vietnam merely to improve the poll numbers of his Vice President. But it could be even more damaging to Nixon's credibility if his interference in the peace talks through Anna Chennault came out. Nixon directly ordered Haldeman to break into Brookings and steal the files back, saying "I want it implemented on a thievery basis. Goddamn it, get in and get those files. Blow the safe and get it." Nixon was quite serious about this, and followed up several times to complain that the operation hadn't been executed yet. Planning fell to Special Counsel Chuck Colson, who suggested that they set fire to the building, break in dressed as firemen, and steal the files before the real firemen showed up. A second version of the plan involved actually purchasing a fire engine to use in the heist, and training in basic firefighting skills. The whole venture ended up being canceled because, according to Liddy, it was simply too expensive. In any case, there's no evidence that Brookings ever had any such documents.

The other “black bag” break-in job they did execute was targeted to discredit Daniel Ellsberg, the RAND consultant who had leaked the Pentagon Papers in the first place. Nixon had been initially dismissive of the leaks, as it was just a collection of documents cataloguing mistakes of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. But Henry Kissinger, then the National Security Advisor, convinced Nixon that the revelation was a stain on the presidency, that the office would lose prestige if people believed that former presidents had lied. Perhaps this wasn't Kissinger's real motivation: He had mentored Ellsberg personally and felt betrayed. Ellsberg was already facing over 100 years in prison for violating the Espionage Act, but Hunt and Liddy nonetheless developed a plan to break into Ellsberg's psychiatrist's office to find discrediting information about him. The plan was approved in writing by John Ehrlichman, Nixon's chief advisor on domestic affairs. Some of the burglars used in this escapade were the same men as in the later Watergate break-in, who Hunt knew from the failed Bay-of-Pigs invasion during the Kennedy era. They successfully broke into the office, but couldn't find any papers related to Ellsberg. When all this was later revealed during the Watergate investigation, as well as unapproved wiretaps against Ellsberg, all charges against him were dropped due to gross governmental misconduct.

In 1971, the Justice Department settled several antitrust lawsuits against the ITT Corporation, already one of the largest conglomerates in the world. ITT was seeking to merge with Hartford Insurance in what would be the largest corporate merger in history at the time. Coincidentally, ITT had just made a $400,000 donation to the Republican National Committee in order for them to hold their upcoming convention in San Diego. Journalist Jack Anderson uncovered and published a memo, which would become known as the Beard memo, between ITT lobbyist Dita Beard and the Vice President of ITT, outlining an explicit quid-pro-quo between the RNC donation and the dropping of the antitrust lawsuits. When Dita Beard was located by the FBI, Colson dispatched Hunt (wearing a red wig for some reason) to bring her an envelope full of CRP cash, convincing her to disavow the memo as a forgery. This didn't really fool anybody, and Beard eventually had to get out of a Senate inquiry about it by (probably) faking a heart attack. In the wake of the scandal, the RNC event in San Diego was canceled and relocated to Miami.

Colson later told Hunt that Nixon has had it with Jack Anderson and his leaks. Anderson, no stranger to dirty tricks himself, had previously disclosed a large loan from Howard Hughes to Nixon's brother, and had become a "thorn in the side" of the President. Colson told Hunt that he was authorized to "do whatever was necessary" to stop him. Hunt convened Liddy and a retired CIA doctor and they brainstormed various methods of assassinating the journalist, including replacing his aspirin with poison, putting LSD on his steering wheel, or simply staging a mugging-gone-wrong. Liddy said that, because of the importance of the operation, he would do it personally if needed. Fortunately for Anderson, the "go" order never came.

I pause here to note that I haven't even listed all of the Nixon team's known misdeeds here. There was also more dirty campaign financing, the outright selling of ambassadorships, problems with Nixon's personal taxes, politically motivated wiretaps of journalists, Vice President Spiro Agnew's bribery scandal and resignation, dairy lobbyist kickbacks, and an aborted plan to put LSD in Daniel Ellsberg's soup at a public event. Many more schemes are likely lost to history altogether. They of course deserve more blame for the things they actually did than the things they merely considered doing. But the overwhelming laundry list of improper behavior is likely the reason the public remembers, more or less, only the "main story", the Watergate break-in itself. Watergate, broadly construed, was more than this. The true scandal was that, once investigations of the burglary got underway, they began finding unethical and illegal behavior everywhere they looked. It wasn't a single offense on the part of the White House and the CRP, it was an infinite fractal of abuses of power and below-board tactics showing that Nixon's men were driven by a single guiding principle: You can do anything you want as long as you don't get caught.

Assigning Blame

Four of the original five burglars unexpectedly plead guilty to all charges, leading many to suspect (correctly) that they are being paid for their silence. The last one, James McCord, refuses to do so, believing he is being unfairly punished for going through with what he thought was an officially sanctioned operation. McCord writes a letter to the judge saying that there was political pressure being applied to the defendants to keep silent, and that there had been significant perjury at the trial. Realizing they may now face perjury charges, Magruder and White House Counsel John Dean begin cooperating with the prosecutors.

This leads to a lot of finger pointing: Magruder tries to blame everything on Dean and John Mitchell. Realizing they may now be implicated, Ehrlichman and Haldeman also start trying to blame everything on Mitchell, although Mitchell continues to claim he didn't authorize any of this. Dean goes directly to Nixon, to brief him that there is a "cancer" on the presidency and that his aides are covering it up with hush payments. Nixon, to Dean's surprise, seems to already know all about it.

To try and distance himself from his tainted staff, Nixon asks for the resignations of Ehrlichman, Haldeman, and Attorney General Kleindienst, and fires John Dean. But this doesn't stop either public interest in the matter or the investigations. The new Attorney General, Elliot Richardson, appoints a special prosecutor Archibald Cox to investigate Watergate. Meanwhile, Ervin's Senate committee is still ongoing, and learns through Haldeman aide Alexander Butterfield that there is a secret taping system inside the Oval Office itself, which almost no one knew about. Nearly all of Nixon's conversations in the Oval Office, the Cabinet Room, and on various phone lines and executive offices had been recorded, unbeknownst to most of the people involved.

Once the taping system is made public, all of the investigations into Watergate begin to subpoena tapes of potentially relevant conversations. Nixon refuses to turn them over, citing "executive privilege" and "instability in the Middle East" as reasons why the tapes cannot be released. When Cox refuses to drop the subpoena, Nixon orders Attorney General Richardson to fire him. Richardson refuses to do this and resigns in protest, with Deputy Attorney General Ruckelshaus also resigning. The Justice Department's third-in-command does follow through with the order to fire Cox, and by now the media are calling the string of departures the "Saturday Night Massacre", with public opinion almost universally against the President. With Congress beginning to draft impeachment resolutions, the White House is pressured into appointing a new special prosecutor. Law professor Leon Jaworski is selected as someone acceptable to both Nixon's team and the Justice Department.

Jaworski continues the battle for the tapes, and Nixon's lawyers are forced to reluctantly admit that a key tape from June 20, 1972, just three days after the break-in, has an 18-1/2 minute erasure of its audio. Their excuse for this was that Nixon's secretary, Rose Mary Woods, had accidentally erased the tape using a foot pedal on the tape machine while answering the telephone, which would have involved reaching across her desk and keeping her foot in exactly the same position for 18 minutes. No one buys this version of events.

Meanwhile, Nixon is trying to argue that transcripts of the tapes prepared by his staff are an acceptable substitute for the actual tapes, and in April 1974 releases 1300 pages of transcripts of executive conversations. This quickly becomes a national sensation, being republished in paperback format and selling out to an interested public. Many people are shocked at Nixon's unprofessionalism and profanity, as well as his callous attitude towards foreign nations, the public, and the very idea of the rule of law. Further, the transcripts clearly don't satisfy the subpoena: They contain many omissions and editorial "choices", and they don't even cover all of the requested conversations. Jaworski asks the Supreme Court to rule on the matter, bypassing the Court of Appeals entirely. The Supreme Court rules unanimously in July that Nixon has to turn over the actual tapes.

Nixon had spent weeks at this point listening to the tapes again, and warns his lawyers that one of them, from June 23, 1972, looks particularly bad for his defense. He then considers several options left to him, including burning the tapes and resigning rather than comply. He considers pardoning everyone involved and then resigning. He considers simply refusing the order and arguing his case before the inevitable impeachment trial. Eventually his lawyers, now concerned about prosecution themselves, convince him to simply comply with the order and turn over the tapes.

In what came to be known as the June 23rd "smoking gun" tape, Nixon and Haldeman discuss the FBI investigation into Watergate just six days after the break-in. Together they plan to tell the CIA to obstruct the FBI investigation, claiming it would tread on important national security matters (it wouldn’t). When discussing who knew about "this thing" (Watergate), Haldeman says John Mitchell probably knew about it, but not the details. "Well, who was the asshole that did?" Nixon asks. "Is it Liddy? Is that the fellow? He must be a little nuts." Although Nixon seems not to have known about the operation ahead of time, he is clearly told that his campaign staff were involved, something he had repeatedly denied knowledge of.

By this time impeachment articles against Nixon had already been passed through the House Judiciary Committee and would soon be advanced to a full House vote. Nixon knows he will lose the vote in the House but thinks he may prevail in a Senate trial, where he only needs 34 votes to prevent removal from office. On August 7th, just after the release of the smoking gun tape, a Congressional delegation visits the White House to tell Nixon that only a handful of senators still support him, and that if it goes to a trial he is sure to be removed from office. That night, a drunk and emotional Nixon breaks down in a private meeting with Henry Kissinger, saying "How has it come to this? How has a simple burglary, a breaking and entering, done all this?"

The next day Nixon announced to the nation that he would resign the presidency.

You're Not Paranoid If You're Winning

Many people's interpretation of the aggressive and lawless behavior of Nixon's team was that Nixon was simply paranoid. Wrapped up in this characterization is the implicit belief that he was needlessly paranoid, that is, he would have been more successful had he not been. I'm suspicious that this is a kind of moralistic confabulation, a cautionary tale we tell ourselves in hopes of preventing future Nixons. Yes, society would surely be better off if no politicians employed dirty tricks to get elected, and yes, society would be better off if all politicians believed that they personally would lose elections if they employed underhanded tactics. But the widespread use of such tactics implies that either A) those politicians are making a simple error, or B) they actually do work some of the time. Nixon was eventually forced from office because of his team's dirty tricks, and we can take some comfort in that. But it's quite likely that Nixon was in office in the first place precisely because of the extraordinary success he had using those same methods throughout his political career.

By the time of the Watergate break-in, Nixon was already over 10 points up in the polls against Democrat George McGovern, and indeed he eventually won with over 60% of the popular vote. This suggests that Nixon could have easily won an "above board" election and saved himself the investigations and ignominy that followed. However, Nixon's main goal had been the disruption of the Democratic primaries, with the ultimate aim of ensuring that the weakest Democratic candidate would be advanced to the general election. Although we can't prove that Nixon's team's espionage and deception efforts were what made the difference, McGovern, the eventual nominee, was in fact Nixon's preferred opponent.

Ted Kennedy, brother of JFK, was initially considered to be a frontrunner for the 1972 Democratic nomination, and during Nixon's first term Howard Hunt was busily investigating Kennedy for political dirt. Fortunately for Hunt (and Nixon), Kennedy withdrew himself from primary contention amidst the scandal about the Chappaquiddick incident (wherein Kennedy had driven his car off a bridge and into a pond, killing the passenger). Attention then turned to Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine, a moderate who could have been expected to do well against Nixon in a general election. But Muskie's campaign was derailed during the New Hampshire primary when a local newspaper published what came to be known as the "Canuck letter", a forgery penned by Don Segretti's ratfucking campaign. The letter implied that Muskie was prejudiced against Americans of French-Canadian descent, of which there were many in New Hampshire. Muskie gave a speech in a snowstorm defending himself, during which he appeared to be crying. His credibility never quite recovered from this.

Carl Bernstein of The Washington Post suspected at the time that the Canuck letter was a Nixon campaign trick, and called up several Muskie campaign staffers. "One by one," Bernstein reports, "they had told horror stories about how their campaign had been repeatedly victimized by unexplained accidents that seemed as if they could only be the results of an organized effort: stolen documents, fake campaign literature, canceled rallies, outrageous telephone calls to voters in the name of Muskie campaign workers, schedule breakdowns and—of course—the Canuck letter." Later, Bernstein met personally with Muskie, who was bitter about the whole affair and said he thought his family had been followed, but they couldn't prove who was behind it.

In the end Nixon achieved his goal: George McGovern, considered too liberal to prevail in a general election, narrowly won the Democratic primary. Nixon's camp also arguably succeeded at sowing discontent among the Democrats by creating the illusion of infighting using fake campaign materials aimed at "fellow Democrats". The theory was that this would depress fundraising and voter enthusiasm. Just as they predicted, McGovern was too liberal for moderate voters, and Nixon won the election easily, with even 33% of registered Democrats voting for him.

It is of course possible that Nixon could have won the '72 election without these efforts, and it's true that the Watergate break-in was likely unnecessary by the time it occurred. It probably wouldn't have helped much even if it had been successful. But Nixon and his team had little reason to abandon the practices and mindset that had been successful throughout his entire career. He'd been known as Tricky Dick as far back as his 1950 Senate campaign, where he ran in both the Republican and Democratic primaries and was accused of representing himself as a Democrat to Democratic voters (he was a Republican Congressman at the time). He had won the '68 election after directly interfering in the Vietnam peace process as a private citizen, and the Democratic incumbents, despite knowing about this, chose not to reveal it to the public. After getting away with that, it must have seemed like they could get away with anything.

Many of the schemes of Nixon and his subordinates were completely impractical and never would have worked (How easy would it really have been to break into the Brookings Institute, locate a specific document, and ensure it's the only copy of said document, all while the building is on fire?). Many others were unhelpful and directly counterproductive (they never found Ellsberg's psychiatric file, but the break-in led to Ellsberg's charges being dropped). But the common thread was that, until Watergate, they never faced any meaningful consequences. They always had the opportunity to try again. They considered clandestine operations such as these to be low-risk, medium-reward. Many of the plans didn't work, for which they paid no penalty, but a few of them did work and may have pushed the needle on their campaigns.

Because the Watergate break-in—the thing they did get caught for—is the only thing people generally remember, many people see Nixon as almost a crazy person, who was doing pointless and illegal things to his own detriment. They think, therefore, that a more rational Nixon would decline to use these illegitimate campaign practices, since they would inevitably lead to his downfall. But it was far from inevitable. He had gone his whole career without paying a penalty for similar schemes. In the end it was mere luck that Frank Wills noticed the tape on the parking garage door, realized it was significant, and called the police. It was luck that the burglars weren't notified in time to flee the scene. If the Republicans had held a majority in either the House or the Senate, investigations could have been delayed or might never have taken place. If Nixon hadn't taped his own conversations, or had destroyed the tapes as soon as they were discovered, the truth of his involvement might never have been known.

The Changing Times v. Richard M Nixon

Was Nixon actually more corrupt than other politicians? That is, was it merely bad luck that he got caught? He certainly didn't invent dirty politics. Nixon himself was plagued by a Democratic prankster named Dick Tuck (really) who had been playing political pranks on him since 1950. Former presidents had been no angels either. Lyndon Johnson, Nixon's immediate predecessor, had won his 1948 Senate primary by only 87 votes, after 200 clearly fraudulent votes for Johnson had been hastily added at the end of the list in alphabetical order. Nixon had arguably abused the power of his office by ordering the IRS to audit his political enemies, but this had long been a practice of FDR and Herbert Hoover. JFK and his Attorney General (his brother RFK) approved FBI wiretaps for political reasons, including on Martin Luther King Jr.

The break-ins, the "black bag jobs", also didn't originate with Nixon. After Watergate, the Senate convened the Church Committee to investigate other possible intelligence abuses, and found that the FBI had conducted over 200 such black bag jobs between 1948 and 1966 for purposes such as photographing or seizing documents. Hoover nominally banned the practice in 1966, which was one of the reasons Nixon had to run his operations directly out of the White House.

There's a sense in which we can never know if Nixon's abuses were worse than those of other politicians, because only unsuccessful schemes tend to get recorded by history. Nixon became the most investigated president of all time, so it’s not surprising that we know of many of his crimes. Probably Nixon was somewhat worse: It seems unlikely that he and his underlings had hatched a below average number of secret plots. Unlike his predecessors, he was running his operations using campaign funding and White House staff and, perhaps stupidly, recording it all for posterity.

But in another sense, he was simply a victim of the changing times. Nixon was running an old political playbook in a new era, and the rules were starting to change. The investigations into the Watergate burglary and other Nixon and CRP activities were so great in scope that they likely couldn't have been carried out a generation earlier. Prosecutors and newspaper reporters delved through troves of bank records, credit card histories, and phone call lists to determine who was in contact with who and where money was being sent. The Nixon White House itself kept more records than any previous administration, spurred by technical advances in mundane seeming things like electronic typewriters and Xerox photocopiers, and lost-to-time technologies like the "Dictabelt", a short magnetic strip for recording audio notes after meetings. Nixon's Oval Office recording system wasn't the first taping system in the White House; there had been one as far back as FDR. But Nixon was the first to attempt to record nearly all of his White House conversations, and was able to do so partially because of improvements in the technology.

The Nixon White House was thus more legible to potential investigations than any previous administration, and investigators had more tools to do it. The Ervin Senate Committee had access to so many memos and notes from Nixon's archives that they used a computer to track and cross-reference the information, a first in Congressional history. All this technical advance added up to an environment in which complex conspiracies could be unwound and understood, where previously this would have been nearly impossible. Even simple burglaries were getting harder to pull off as better locks, cameras, and security systems began to be used. Hunt and Liddy had previously planned to break into McGovern's campaign headquarters, but abandoned the idea when they couldn't figure out a way to get in the building undetected. Indeed, total burglaries in the US were beginning to decline around this time.

This is not to say that technology necessarily makes it harder to get away with political crimes overall. New technologies can help either the attackers or the defenders in such cases. Modern politicians (probably) no longer attempt to break into offices to steal documents because there are cameras everywhere. They (probably) don't hire large numbers of in-person volunteers to spy on opposing campaigns, because it's too likely that one of those people would leak the scheme to social media. At the same time, technological changes have opened up new possibilities in digital money laundering, social media astroturfing, and AI-generated fake images. The set of political tricks that succeed is continuously changing over time. Nixon's problem was just that, by the 1970's, his tricks were past their sell-by date.

A Falling Tide Lowers All Boats

Nixon had two secrets that he felt had to be kept from the public at all costs. First was the obvious: the campaign tricks, the break-ins, the wiretaps, the bribery. He had to hide all of the illegitimate methods he used to attain and retain power. And he was perfectly correct about the need to hide them: The public would have found these things unacceptable, and they would also seem unacceptable today. Indeed, when these secrets were revealed, he was removed from power, just as he always feared.

The second secret was that Nixon wasn't much like the man he pretended to be. The presidency was seen as a kind of mythic, larger-than-life office, and Nixon tried to meet the public's expectation of this, at least when people were watching. He had to do so in his personal life by appearing to be a family man who was religious, friendly, selfless, even-tempered, and had no apparent vices. He also had to try to live up to this standard in his public office by being dutiful, law-abiding, competent, well-spoken, and tirelessly engaged in improving the lives of the American people.

The release of the Oval Office transcripts and other revelations from the Watergate proceedings shattered this illusion for many. They revealed a President who used profanity constantly, drank too much, was often uninformed, sometimes apathetic about his job, indifferent to the rule of law, hateful towards vast swaths of the American people, and, incidentally, was covering up a criminal conspiracy. This was shocking to most people, even to some who knew him personally. They had only ever seen the carefully crafted persona of Nixon, the character he played on TV. One of his lawyers, Leonard Garment, later mused that "With the release of the transcripts Nixon had allowed America into the ugliness of his mind—as if he wanted the world to participate in the despoliation of the myth of presidential behavior. The transcripts were an invasion of the public's privacy, of its right not to know."

Watergate had pierced the veil of presidential exceptionalism. But, like the eventual failure of his toolkit of political tricks, the implosion of Nixon's public persona was as much a result of the changing times as anything else. The public-private divide, the gap between how public figures present themselves and who they really are, was shrinking slowly over time. Nixon's public appearances and television addresses were carefully sculpted political artifacts, created using a team of speechwriters and strategists. This was how he wanted to be perceived. But as the twentieth century progressed, the number of ways of finding out what someone was like behind closed doors was increasing. The likelihood of the public gaining knowledge of leaked memos, candid audio, compromising photographs, or simple gossip was increasing over time, making it harder and harder for public figures to hide their real personality from the people.

Nixon was the first major casualty of this changing reality, but the public-private divide was shrinking for everyone. Technology recorded more and more of people's lives, and the media made it more legible to the public. Over time unsavory details came out about many public figures. But there was a compensatory effect: As people realized that certain types of wrongdoing were more common than they thought, the scandals started to seem less scandalous. When things like divorce, profanity, drug use, health problems, mild corruption, and extramarital affairs were easier to hide, the public disclosure of them was more damaging. But when such things started to be reported more and more frequently, the public outcry at each instance diminished.

Politics is a relative competition, and when voters realized that most people had at least some skeletons in their closet, they couldn't demand moral perfection anymore: They still had to support someone. But as the public slowly lowered their expectations, the less ethical politicians were in a position to weather even more scandals, leading over time to further lowering of the public's standards. This feedback loop brought more and more of the political class's wrongdoing into the light, but simultaneously eroded the public's ability to demand better behavior from them, amidst a growing sense that there just weren't as many good options anymore.

The public-private divide is shrinking still. Not to literally nothing (people still have some secrets), but to much less than it was in Nixon's time. Now everyone has a camera and video recorder in their pocket, more communication than ever is in searchable text formats, and many of people's inner thoughts are published straight to social media. Sometimes you can see the feedback loop of changing standards happen in real time. When I joined Facebook in 2006, the common wisdom was that you couldn't post any pictures with alcohol in them, because future employers would see this and wouldn't hire you. A few years later, after we got used to having pictures of everyone's private life posted publicly, it became obvious that most people sometimes drank, so no one expected you to hide this anymore. Similarly, tweets from politicians that would have been career-ending 20 years ago are now shrugged off: Lots of people say offensive or stupid things online, so this doesn't shock us anymore. What modern people would be shocked by is how small the career-ending scandals used to be. McGovern's running mate had to drop out of the race when the public found out he once underwent electroshock therapy for depression. Edmund Muskie's presidential run was ended when it kind of looked like he was crying in the snow.

In some cases the narrowing of the public-private divide has been a good thing, such as when it destigmatized common mental health issues. It also made it much harder to keep Nixon's first secret: Truly secret Nixonesque ratfucking operations had become harder to pull off. But it made keeping something like Nixon's second secret, the secret of his character, less necessary over time. As we started to realize that our leaders weren't the moral exemplars we used to think (or pretend) they were, we lowered our expectations for their future behavior as well. Unsurprisingly, some of them responded by behaving worse.

Value Alignment

Although the Watergate investigations were technically an example of our system of checks and balances working, they took enormous effort over two years to run their course, and their outcome was far from certain. If Nixon had held out hope for acquittal in the Senate, the trial was expected to take months and would tie up all three branches of government simultaneously. Fortunately he resigned first, and in the years that followed new laws were passed concerning governmental ethics, campaign finance, and presidential record-keeping, all to ensure that this exact kind of scandal couldn't happen again.

This was of course a good thing. But checks and balances, especially against the executive branch, are a kind of last resort. They provide a modest disincentive for unscrupulous actors to seek power in the first place, and can be a messy political weapon to use against them in extreme circumstances. But they can't be the first line of defense to save us from leaders that act in bad faith. The exact methods of viable corruption are changing constantly, and we can’t expect to legislate against the new ones ahead of time.

The older I get, the more I think that character matters. We'll never be able to perfectly safeguard our political system from bad actors by specifying in advance every single thing that they're not allowed to do. Our only real choice is to elect leaders of good character, who seem like they wouldn't do corrupt things even when they have the opportunity. Nixon was not such a leader. He wasn't the worst person in history, but he turned out to be far worse than we thought the US President should be. Watergate was, in essence, a long string of revelations that Nixon was willing to do anything he thought he could get away with to attain power and stay in power.

But in the grand scheme of things he actually couldn't get away with that much, and so he spent most of his time playing the role of the president as he understood it. Parts of the job appealed to him personally: He thought that his foreign policy would be his legacy, and so he secured important victories in the opening of China and arms limitations with the Soviet Union. Domestic policy was less important to him, but he worked at it anyway because he thought that was what the public expected of him. It comes up now as a kind of trivia fact that "evil Nixon" was the one who oversaw the creation of the EPA and OSHA, expanded the Clean Air Act, ended the military draft, and even tried to implement an early kind of universal basic income. We know from his tapes that he personally held racist and antisemitic views, and that he hated hippies and Vietnam War protestors and much of the news media. But he was mindful of his image: He never said any of this in public, and he worked to help many of the people he personally disliked, because that was what he thought was demanded of the office. Today even many liberals remember Nixon's presidency, Watergate aside, as being moderately positive.

Watergate precipitated the end of an era when many people saw the presidency as a special, almost sacred office. This likely would have happened over time anyway as the public-private divide continued to shrink and some other scandal came out, but Watergate changed perceptions quite suddenly. People lost the belief that their leaders were the virtuous people they pretended to be, and over time they stopped expecting them even to pretend.

We may have been better off when the public believed the myth. Nixon was no moral hero: He did his job exactly to the degree that he thought he needed to in order to maintain his power. But because of the high—actually the unrealistically high—public expectations of the office at the time, he often successfully did the job that the people elected him to do.

A modern Nixon would be less constrained by such public expectations, and possibly also less constrained by the law. Technology is changing the world faster than ever, and it's probably harder than ever to constrain powerful bad actors through rules and regulations. We should still try, but there will always be loopholes. An important aspect of any successful political system, then, will be electing only people known to be of good character, those who aren't looking for the loopholes.

This task is not impossible. Humans specifically evolved to evaluate each other's actions and emotional states to infer their commitments to certain values, and thus predict their likely future actions. Of course, they also evolved to hide their emotional states to deceive others, but they usually aren't successful at doing so over long periods of time. Nixon was a master politician, an expert in presenting himself a certain way to the public, and even he got caught.

Now, because of the continued shrinking of the public-private divide, we are in a better position to identify and reject future Nixons than we were in Nixon's own time. But, paradoxically, we've also significantly lowered our ethical standards for elite behavior. This need not be the case. We now have more information than ever about the character of people who aspire to political power. We should stop ignoring it.


Notes


[1]

Interviews for this piece were conducted "on background", meaning that statements were on the record, but only on the condition that the sources of the information are not revealed.



[2]

The main boring historian was Garrett Graff (sorry Garrett) and his "Watergate: A New History". Also consulted were Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward's "All the President's Men" and Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward's "The Final Days".






The Witness

In 2008, Jonathan Blow released Braid, a puzzle videogame involving the manipulation of the flow of time, to critical and commercial success. He then proceeded to turn around and pour all profits from that release, four million dollars at the time, into his new project, The Witness.

The game ended up releasing 8 years later, in 2016, with a final development budget estimated at around six million dollars. A lot of this was due to Blow’s exacting requirements for the game; practically all of the technical foundation, development tools, artwork, and sound assets were developed entirely from scratch in-house, something very rare at the time for independently developed 3D games and rarer still today.

So, what is the game about?

You Should Really Just Go Play It

Blow seems to dislike people’s attempts to produce short explanations of what a piece of art is.

In his eyes, these are necessarily lossy compressions of the complex, high-dimensional idea(s) any given piece is trying to express. After watching a show or movie with friends, he says he prefers to avoid all discussion of it after the fact, that he may sit with his own brain’s undisturbed attempts to make sense of what he’s seen. Of Braid, he’s said:

If I could write a 5-paragraph essay telling you what [the game] is about, then why wouldn't I just write that essay and post it on my web page?

It probably doesn’t help that audience and critic reactions to Blow’s work specifically tend to range from oblivious to outright hostile and anti-intellectual. Even the handful of reviews that touch on his games’ actual ideas tend to, in my view, be quite surface-level, miss large chunks of what the game is trying to express, and/or heavily weight the game’s nature as an entertainment product over any artistic/philosophic expression when making value judgements.

On that last point, it’s perhaps a testament to The Witness’s quality as an entertaining puzzle game that it still managed to sell hundreds of thousands of copies, but that’s not what I’ll be focusing on in this review. I want to bring the perspective of someone from this community to the game’s ideas, which touch on topics like observing one’s own thought processes, tools and frames for interpreting reality, the value of science and reductionism, how and why to change your mind… things that should sound familiar. I first played this game 8 years ago, in my late teens, right around when I was reading the Sequences for the first time, and I was shocked to find years later that quotes that I had in my mind attributed to the latter were actually from one of the game’s many scattered audio logs. Hopefully that works as enough of an endorsement that you’ll keep reading, despite me so far writing a 5-paragraph essay mostly not telling you what the game is about.

Anyway, in spite of his misgivings, Blow has been obliging enough to provide some explanations, but before we get to those…

Walkthrough

The following will be a quick summary of what the average playthrough of The Witness might look like. If you’ve already played the game through to the “true” ending, feel free to skip to the next heading. If you haven’t, be advised that reading this will largely ruin much of what you’d be able to get out of the game, as it relies on you going in almost blind to get its fundamental ideas across. If you have any interest at all in experiencing the game for yourself, now’s your last chance to stop reading and do that.



Upon booting the game, you are immediately thrown into the world with full control, without so much as a title screen. The game lacks any sort of explicit direction, but the first few minutes of gameplay put you in a constrained environment and introduce you to the game’s central mechanics: drawing lines.
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The game primarily involves walking around a 3D world and discovering these panels. Each is a self-contained (or so it seems at this point) puzzle that involves drawing a line from the circular starting point to a rounded end point. Solving these panels unlocks more panels, and so on and so forth.

And I mean unlock pretty literally here: the game has a physicality to it, as if it wants you to feel that this world and these panels could be replicated in real life. Wires extend from the panels, activating new ones, opening doors, unlatching gates, shifting drawbridges, and so on.

Soon, you lower the gate out of the starting garden, pictured here, and begin exploring the wider world.
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You find yourself on an expansive island, with puzzle panels in every direction. The island is divided into several areas, seamlessly connected, each containing a set of themed panels (though you find some scattered, often very difficult panels that don’t seem tied to any particular area), and you are free to tackle each area in any order you please.

Panels start introducing new patterns and rules that you must decipher yourself by solving puzzles of gradually increasing complexity. Here’s one of the first series of panels you run into, solved. As you may be able to tell, the rule here is to draw the line such that it separates the white dots from the black.
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Puzzles also begin to involve the environment outside of the panels. In the orchard, another area near the starting garden, you need to trace lines to match nearby trees. Each panel is nearly identical, and only the trees change to up the difficulty, forcing you eventually to map their more complicated 3D structure onto the panel’s 2D diagram.
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And the environmental puzzles get quite diverse and creative, involving things like tracing shadows cast on a panel, lining up window frames and tinted glass to reveal solutions, reflections in water, listening to audio cues, and even getting realistic glare to reflect off a panel in just the right way.

Throughout your explorations, you’ll also run into various oddities, such as these strange statues scattered throughout the island:
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You might even discover one of the neat perspective easter eggs scattered throughout the game that they’re often used in:
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You may also find one of the game’s many scattered audio logs. The purpose of these is also unclear, but they all seem to be short quotes from various famous thinkers. I found sitting and pondering them and their relation to what I was doing can be quite pleasant, though I might have been in the minority in this regard, more on that later.

Eventually, you’ll reach the end of one of the island’s areas, and activate one of these giant lasers:
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As you activate more and more, it becomes clear that they all point to one place: the island’s central mountain.
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You can visit this mountaintop at any time, where you’ll find a locked door, and more statues.
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Unlocking this door requires activating at least 8 of the 11 lasers in the game, granting you access to the final area, but that’s easier said than done. As you venture further from the starting area, puzzles start to ramp up in difficulty. The main game is roughly 20 hours long, longer still if you try to take on more or harder areas, and unless you’re some bizarre puzzle masochist you’ll start to take breaks.

Away from the game, your subconscious begins to assimilate the patterns as it tries to break down the last puzzle you were stuck on, and when you return you find that progress comes quicker, easier, but you also begin to notice something else: the lines. In the river, in the footpaths, in bits of paint and moss…
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At first, you think it’s just a neat motif, a bit like the perspective easter eggs. And one day, you decide to try it. It’s likely during one of the periods of downtime between puzzles that the game forces on you, walking from one area to the next, or taking the boat around the island, or waiting for a bridge to extend; all encouraging you to slow down and take in the environment. You take your cursor, touch the circle and…

The game reacts. The heavens roar, the line begins to glow. You trace it to the end, and a sound like thunder plays, sparks flowing from the line, collected in the nearest mysterious obelisk. And suddenly, everything changes. Your brain starts hunting. You begin to find the lines everywhere. In the flowerbeds, in the rivers, in bits of wood and metal, when you line the clouds up just right, in the negative space between trees. You start getting false positives, just some misshapen wood grain, or an odd shadow. You start seeing the lines in real life, an example of the well-known Tetris Effect.

At this point, you’ve likely completed enough of the game that the mountain is now open to you. You decide to take it on, and after a series of grueling puzzles, you reach a magical elevator. Turning it on, you are at once whisked back to the start of the island, every laser deactivated, every panel reset.

What?

No, impossible. You must have missed something, gotten a bad ending. You probably had to do all the lasers, but damn, this feels a little unfair. No, it’s too much, probably just happens no matter what. A little unsatisfying as an ending, but hey, at least the journey was enjoyable. Maybe you’ll go check out the stuff you missed. You step out into the starting garden and-
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No way.

You trace the path.
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Stepping into the corridor reveals a reception area that overlooks the whole island. Voice recordings in the area reveal the nature of the island as a simulation, designed to induce some sort of enlightenment. Reaching the end plays a video from the perspective of a man, presumably the player character, unstrapping himself from the simulation and demonstrating the same Tetris Effect-y pattern-recognition that you have surely experienced for yourself by now.

And that’s it! For the main game at least. The one last major secret to find, if you fully complete the game (including a brutal time-constrained randomly-generated puzzle gauntlet), is a projection room with six videos ranging from a few to, uh, very many minutes long. These are all clips from external media, related to the game’s ideas, and seem to play a similar role as the audio logs.

A Game About Looking at Things

I won’t be talking about the game’s design too comprehensively here, that’s been covered quite well in other places. What I’m more interested in are the ideas the game is ultimately trying to convey, and how its design succeeds or fails to express them.

With that said, let’s finally get into what Blow says about his own game. Since the game itself refuses to drop any kind of explicit explanation of its own themes, the following quotes are largely taken from various interviews recorded after the game’s release.



When asked point blank to summarize what the game was about, Blow gave this response:

What the game is about, at least in part- it's a very complicated game, we had a lot of stuff in it, so this is gonna be a massive oversimplification of one piece of the idea- but it's about having that taste for looking at the world and trying to understand the world. Which is a very noble pursuit, one where I think that while there's been a long history of very respectable

people who put their two cents into the bowl like “I've worked really hard for my life

at understanding the world and here's the best that I have to tell you”, at the same time I feel like we're in a society that doesn't value that idea very much or is very cynical about the idea that you could understand the world.

I mean, in a relatively shallow sense we have that, science and engineering have been very successful especially in terms of understanding small parts of the world, so if you want to build a bridge, man, we can really build bridges today, we can do a great job at that. A computer is an insanely complicated thing, we can do a great job at that. But there seems to be a nihilism in (at least) American culture and in much of the West if you try to expand the scope of that understanding up to anything bigger than a particular subcategory, and so part of what the game is trying to do is be an exploration of “hey, if we're really just trying to look at the world and understand the world how do you even do that?” How do you take these little things and put them together into a better picture, and how do you do that without just being a wacko and going off and believing a random thing that's totally wrong and dumb which is something that a lot of people do.

Ok, so it’s a game about proper truth-seeking writ large. In particular, this explanation seems related to the concept of Separate Magisteria, or the idea that the rules of good thinking apply everywhere, not just in specific STEM-coded subdomains.

Mentioned in the previous section, the game includes a selection of (rather infamous) audio logs that I believe supports this interpretation. They contain quotes from thinkers across history that express different, often (deliberately on Blow’s part) incompatible frames for viewing the world. There’s an intent here to communicate that this process of shifting perspectives, both abstract and literal, is a big driver of comprehending the world and the ability to apply that comprehension. The game invites you to take those skills you’ve been developing to solve puzzles (unearthing the rules, lining up disparate elements, breaking false assumptions, etc.) and apply them with and to this morass of philosophies in order to dig up your own nuggets of valuable real-world understanding.

To expand a bit on the skills point, many of the puzzles in the game are designed to force the player to adopt a scientific mindset:


From [the player’s perspective] the puzzles are about engaging in a process of investigation. There's symbols that tell you what the answer is, but not really, not to a fresh new player in the

game, because they're they're completely non-linguistic symbols that have, as best as I could

manage, no previous associations with things that you would recognize in the world. They're very abstract, and so part of what happens is you have to engage in a little bit of a preliminary experimentation to try and figure out what works. The puzzles start off very simple where there's only a few things that you could possibly do, and you try them and maybe one of them is right and the other ones are wrong, and then you start to engage your pattern-understanding mind. “Why was that one right and why were the other ones wrong?” And you form an idea and then you see if that idea holds up through the next few, and it might hold up for a couple and then turn wrong and you're like “Wait, I thought I understood what was going on! Why!?”

So it's a process of developing an understanding from something very simple to something very

complex actually, and in some of these sequences in the game there's hard left turns where you think you fully got it and then just something totally random is in there out of left field and you have to change your understanding of the system.





“Epiphany” comes up a lot in discussions of the game.

You're always problem solving on at least two levels. You have your very straightforward rational mind that's like “A means B and B means C and I'm if-thenning in my head”, but part of your mind is just working very hard in a subconscious nonlinear way on problems. And so what happens very often with this game is people are stuck, they don't have any idea what to do, and they go just take a break to do whatever they're doing in life, or they go to sleep and wake up the next morning, and then they just suddenly know the answer to the problem! And that happens a lot to many people who play the game. I don't know exactly how to invoke that experience for sure, but from a design standpoint there's criteria that I stick by to try and encourage the

possibility of that. And that to me is a really interesting experience, so one of the other things that the game is about.

There's this feeling of epiphany that happens where it's just like bam, right away you understand something, and it's an instantaneous transition where a minute ago you really had no idea, and

now you know.

This treatment of the concept is probably not particularly fresh to anyone reading this, but I find appealing the idea that one can design for it, that people can and have produced things capable of inducing that feeling almost on demand. And this seems separate from wireheading, the epiphanies you obtain relate to a real, albeit toy system. How well can you learn to produce real epiphanies by practicing with these toys, or by taking those design criteria and applying them more widely?



One thing I’ve practically never seen mentioned elsewhere is how the game’s art style plays into these themes. Most games, past and present, opt for either a hyper-stylized/cartoony art style, or the most photorealistic graphics possible. In contrast to both of these, The Witness employs a (phenomenal) stylized impressionist style that nevertheless ends up feeling more realistic in ways than the common attempts at photorealism. How can this be? Well, big budget games tend to optimize for looking as close to a real-life photo as possible, but in doing so use a mountain of hacked together tricks and techniques that usually create something that looks spectacular at first glance but which contains several subtle incoherences which ultimately corrupt the effect. By contrast, The Witness’s style doesn’t even try to be hyper-real at first glance (in fact, the designers deliberately toned down the visual complexity a lot so as to not distract from the puzzles), but the game’s aforementioned physicality, and the creators’ careful modeling and replication of phenomena such as reflections, light, acoustics, etc. all come together to make the details feel right.

How does this play into the themes? Well, in conjunction with the carefully thought-out placement of virtually every object in the game, it gives a constant sense that things, ultimately, make sense. That just like in real life there is an underlying order to the world, phenomena behaving according to underlying rules which can be sussed out with careful observation.

And the funny thing is that this is true in a deep sense. Maybe not quite as poetically as that last sentence might imply, but remember, Blow and his team did write every line of code here from scratch, with intention. Just as the placement of the 3D models was determined by a designer to create the game’s puzzles and perspective tricks, so too were the very rules of light and sound. Blow has said that, for him, the one big difference with games compared to other mediums is that they force the author to actually, mathematically model whatever it is they’re trying to depict as part of gameplay. This philosophy is on full display here (related: it’s no coincidence that a big chunk of the audio log quotes are from eminent physicists).



As we’ve touched on, “perception” is an obvious theme here, even just going by the title alone. Fun tidbit, the first idea for the game came from Blow thinking of a player sat on a mountain, and noticing, then tracing, a secret pattern in the landscape below (and, you might recall, this idea did make it into the final product). But anyway, we’ve already covered the game’s treatment of perceiving the world and the abstract rules undergirding it, but Blow seemed to also want to engender a level of self-perception:

The puzzles [are] not trying to make you be smart. Some of them are harder, some of them are easier, but they're about communicating, they're about exploring some process of form going through iterations and you as a player seeing the interesting things that can happen there. That's one of the many levels at which, to get back to the title, the game has a mode of encouraging a witnessing presence. I would say (to the extent that a game can do that kind of thing) it's a game about looking at things and seeing them and knowing that you're looking at things and seeing them. It tries to add a level of self-referentiality to that process of seeing things and of asking the question “what is it like to be in a world and walk around and be seeing things and be hearing things?”

Some have made the connection from this to various meditative practices, mindfulness being perhaps the most available in the modern west. This seems not wrong, but maybe a bit obvious. To me, the more interesting connections from this idea are ones you can draw to the game’s other themes, of scientific thinking and treating the world like a puzzle (from the inhabitant’s seat, but also the architect’s, which Blow was in when developing these ideas in his own mind). There’s something I find extremely valuable about this combination mindset, of trying to notice reality very directly, how reality in turn affects those perceptions, and how it might be solved to improve your experience in the present. Meditation, I find, often emphasizes a sort of passivity, promising you that proper arrangement of thought will render “you” unaffectable by outside circumstance (as oversimplified as that explanation is). Other forms of coping with the world often involve shutting oneself away from reality, repressing, distracting, and dulling your outward perception. But the mindset you take on playing The Witness differs from these. Passivity has its place, there is ample time to stop and take in data from the world around you. But then it’s right back to solving puzzles, ordering the world around you through rigorous applications of logic (hm. Probably not a coincidence that Blow is an accomplished programmer). What would the world be like, if more people refused to shut off their perceptions out of a will to eventually not have to, because they shaped their environment into a place that no longer demands it of them? North America probably wouldn’t be such an urbanist’s nightmare at least.

Did it succeed?

It’s difficult in hindsight to say how much this game really affected my thinking; how well I internalized its ideas after playing. As mentioned, I played it for the first time right around the time I was reading the Sequences, as well as other works with a lot of philosophical overlap (including the SSC backlog), so attribution gets a bit muddy. Did each prepare me for the other in different ways? Perhaps. I will say that I’ve always felt the sense that games have most improved my thinking in allowing me to actually practice modes of thought and develop intuitions about real-life systems in a legible, graded, yet low-stakes setting, and The Witness is no exception to this. While I’d always been someone sensitive to my environment, my experience with the game probably helped shape my taste for the more explicit understanding of details I developed later in adulthood. But when it comes to actually having noticed and reflected on my patterns of thought and perception in the moment…

Most people go almost their entire lives without any sort of deep observation of their own thoughts. It was perhaps bold of Blow to assume that people would engage with his work with that sort of self-reflection in mind, without any explicit prompting. To be fair, he has stated that he wanted people to be able to enjoy the game without necessarily grokking everything immediately, gaining a deeper understanding upon subsequent revisits (like I’m doing now), comparing it to Gravity’s Rainbow in this regard. But if the objective was, even in part, to get people to pay close attention to the way their thoughts behave while playing the game, having most people end up forced to do so in retrospect to me seems like a small failure.

Though, when it comes to this sort of prompting, I suppose the audio logs do serve this purpose to some extent, making a connection to real-world thinkers thinking about… thinking. I certainly got something like that out of them. But as you might have guessed from that description, a lot of people came off with the impression that they were just a clumsy and pretentious attempt to “elevate” the work. It’s tough to say who failed who here, between Blow and his audience. Listening to what Blow has to say about them quickly dispels the idea that they were put in as a shallow signaling attempt. From the end of that excerpt:

Really, I was just interested in looking at the world, we’re trying to understand the world, and what conclusions can we come to. And then again, it’s very easy to maybe be a little bit pompous, or talking down to people. So I, for the most part, tried to curate pieces that had meant things personally to me. Some of the more modern pieces in the game are either things that at some time in my life I had seen and were important to me, or that I was present personally at a particular event at a particular time.

This is a flaw and strength of Blow’s games. In his desire not to compress his ideas too much, he ends up including, unfiltered, all the most important bits of thinking he sees as having brought him to those ideas in the first place. There is no flaw inherent in this, for a philosophic work it’s practically routine, but without the edifice of conventions and expectations that surround such works in other mediums it’s clear why many in his audience came away with betrayed expectations, and why most of those who might have gotten much more out of the work lack exposure to it. It’s hard to blame Blow too much here though, simply declaring your game a serious and valuable philosophic work probably isn’t gonna help you beat the pretentiousness allegations. And it’s easy to see how one might end up feeling a bit bitter at the lack of a proper space for these sorts of works, as someone who both plays and makes videogames myself the lack is certainly felt.

Bonus

I’ll leave you with an interesting story I learned about by coincidence as I was writing this review.

Around 1860, english naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace (most famous for having independently proposed evolution via natural selection around the same time as Darwin) published a curious observation based on his travels in the Malay Archipelago: the fauna of the north and south varied radically (the north was typified by asiatic species, while the south seemed dominated by species of Australian origin), with no obvious connection to the layout of the islands. It was in part thanks to these observations that Wallace went on to father the subfield of Biogeography, studying the distribution of ecological features to inform our understanding of the Earth’s geological past.

Thanks to our modern understanding of plate tectonics, we today understand that this division arose mainly due to the top and bottom half of the Malay Archipelago having split off from Asia and Australia respectively only somewhat recently in evolutionary history. But at the time, Wallace and his contemporaries could only mainly rely on one technique: tracing a hidden line in the landscape.




The World As a Whole

I

Once told, or, at least, actively encouraged to review something as seemingly un-reviewable as an oddly-shaped pebble, political party, or God himself, it’s extremely difficult to avoid going overboard. As internet users, most of us have by now encountered a grandiose, tongue-in-cheek review of something like, say, Velociraptors or Viral Meningitis , and probably thought, ‘I ought to try my hand at something like that, at the very least as a kind of self-reflection exercise’ but then failed to do so. I’ve toyed with a few such ideas for a long time now, and even half-begun pompous drafts of reviews titled things like: ’Modern Masculinity: Underrated?’, ‘Generation Alpha Folkways’, and ‘Spiritual Tinnitus’. None seemed to have struck the right chord, not because their subjects were too grand, but rather, too humble.

I’ve decided to remedy that problem by writing a review of the world.

To be clear, I’m under-qualified for the topic, but not dreadfully so: I’m less than thirty years old but have lived long periods of time in a diverse set of places including The United States (19 years), Hawaii (4 Years), Japan (2 years), Thailand (2 years), and North Macedonia (2 years), which, if I generously crunch the numbers, means I’ve directly experienced about 2% of Earth’s human-occupied landmass (4 million square miles/196 million square miles) despite being handicapped by good ol’ Macedonia being about the size of Vermont. Obviously someone who’d only watched 2% of a movie wouldn’t be considered a good candidate for a review contest held for said movie—and yet when I talk about where I’ve lived, and how I’ve lived, usually people (especially my fellow Americans, who, despite their wealth, rarely take part in such reckless, long-term travel) are extremely curious about what I saw, the languages I speak, and what comparisons I’m able to draw between The Wealthiest Empire in History, America’s Official Vacation Paradise, The Land of Cool Anime Stuff Plus People Who Try Very Hard at Everything, The Most Visited Country in the World, and of course, The Place In Dusky Eastern Europe that No One has Heard of (that’s the US, Hawaii, Japan, Thailand, and Macedonia, respectively.)

If you can at least guess which stereotyped name refers to which country, we’re off to a good start—but please understand that I understand that these five data points, however rich, do not represent the ‘World as a Whole’. I haven’t even been to Africa, and spent an embarrassingly small amount of time in the fancy, well-known parts of Europe. What my data points do represent is an opportunity to triangulate a general picture of the world, as experienced from five wholly different vantage points.

The trouble is, that even when presented with such a wonderful opportunity, I find I have no idea where to start. The temptation to make disclaimer after disclaimer, as is the style in 2025, or even go so far as to apologize for_daring_ to write down what I noticed in ten years of expatriate living, is shockingly powerful. I could probably make this whole review a disclaimer, and no one would bat an eye—that’s how we’ve been trained to write about those delicate, wonderful, cultures that we humble Americans could never hope to understand. Indeed, it’s that apologetic, or else touristic-corporate outlook of most travel writing that makes it absolutely unbearable  to read. The problem is made even worse by the fact that most honest, non-corporate travel writers are clueless, over-awed (because they leave before the 1-3 month honeymoon period expires) and never learn local languages, making their writing resemble a summarized wikipedia article with a few direct sensory details tacked on. Why? Because they, like the apologetic ‘I’m just a silly outsider American tourist’’ writers don’t feel they have the right, much less the capability to accurately describe what they’ve experienced, or even to experience what they’ve experienced. Believe me. I’ve traveled with these people. They see a grumbling slavic man in an Adidas tracksuit punt a dog down the street and murmur, “Oh, no, we can’t possibly understand…s-s-such cultural nuances,” which might be true, in many cases, but is in no way an excuse to power down your curiosity out of fear of what it might uncover about the slavic man, his world, and you. All that to say that this genuflecting attitude towards other cultures is as often as ignorant and cowardly as it’s opposite: the attitude of the ugly, arrogant, proudly monolingual American, Australian, Brit, or Chinese, who prowls across the world with his blinders on, his drink to his lips, and with less curiosity or genuine empathy about him then if he’d never left his local pub. To him, the world is only an annex of his local pub.
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The modern travel writing aesthetic is decidedly affluent, un-sweaty, and San Francisco-coded.

I, like every human being on earth, am certainly guilty both of cowardly genuflection and immense arrogance, but I have a few things on my side: I’ve been fondled by Japanese salaryman and women, chased by wild dogs in the Balkans, fought meth-smoking Thai kickboxers, and been attacked by local Hawaiians who hated white people more than anyone else in any foreign country I’ve ever been to, which has for the most part given me the all-too-rare feeling that I do have the right to talk about these countries, these cultures, and the world—or at least the right to try.

So where to begin, now that I’ve made long-term travel seem so romantic and wonderful? Should I write a counterpoint to the previous list, and say that I’ve equally experienced what it’s like to have a ninety-year-old Japanese woman, who was alive to see my country bombing hers, show more courtesy, grace, and genuine concern for my well-being in two years as her neighbor than my own blood grandparents did in 28? Or that I’ve sat around a Macedonian lunch table for eight hours straight, an only slightly-longer than average Sunday social outing, and finally understood why most Americans are so awkward, lonely, and under-socialized? Might I tell you that the graciousness and general decency of Thai people in day-to-day interactions has made returning to North America feel like passing from the Shire and back into Mordor, where everyone is simply about their petty business, whether smiling, scowling, or  inviting you out for an IPA, wherein they’ll mostly talk about their petty, anxious, business?

No, I don’t think so. When one breathlessly describes their travel highlight-reel, both listener and speaker lose touch with the reality of each experience, because the grind of living day-to-day in a foreign land is so unlike a montage of victories, that to present it as one, however honestly, basically amounts to a lie. And I don’t want to lie. Every YouTube video, travel blog, and social media post is already lying in this way, and realistically, that’s how most people learn about the world. I, even more than I want to seem unpretentious and unaffected when I talk about my exuberant Eat Pray Love days in Asia, or my folksy, brandy-swilling nights in Europe, just want to tell the truth.

So then I better start with the bad.

Because the world, in short, is very, very bad, and you can stop reading here, if like most review-readers, all you’re interested in is the rating. I’m not shy about it. This_is_ a review, after all. And you’ll know exactly what kind of review it is going to be from the fact that I unabashedly give The World as a Whole (as viewed through 28 years in five places) a 3/10. Read on to find out why (and for hot deals on Macedonian Beach House Timeshares!)

II

My trajectory along the many dimension of Earth’s badness goes like this: I start as a child in Florida, America’s 4th wealthiest state, then became a teenager in Ohio, the 7th, attended university in Hawaii, the 41st, which with a 2024 GDP per capita of $80,325 is still far richer than my next destination, Japan, which is 39th(!) richest in the world at $33,806, which of course is still far wealthier than Thailand at $7,182, and my final destination, North Macedonia at $8,306 (which feels deeply wrong because the region I lived in was rural, undeveloped, and by some internal statistic which now I can’t find, possessing of a GDP per capita more in line with Kenya’s.)

In other words, I’ve made slow progress towards impoverished climes, year by year inching further into scarcity finally I found myself living in a crumbling post-communist shack, experiencing regular power outages, drinking risky tap water, and avoiding wild dogs as I sat back and remembered my childhood in early 2000s upper-middle class America, where in a gated community I frolicked in the jubilant ignorance of all worldly want, which is the special possession of children raised in rich families at the height of empire. It’s by passing through this gauntlet, all the way from wealthy American suburbanite living to long nights trudging through the deep blackness of a Balkan village without power in winter, that I came to this 3/10 score for the world. And simply put, the score comes down to the sheer unfairness that exists at every level of just about everything, if one cares to let the gaze linger for more than a moment.

Even the half-empty rural areas of a  ‘middle income’ Balkan country look picturesque when viewed through the window of a google image, displayed on a Macbook screen.[image: ]

Let us compare my childhood to that of my students in Macedonia: I was born into a large house, full of books, all written in my own language, the language that ⅛ of all the world’s inhabitants can speak, meaning I could draw on all of the world’s knowledge, whenever I wanted. There were learning materials that met my every need: clever little books which I remember well, designed to help American kids like me learn to read, write, speak, and form a world-picture with astonishing effectiveness. These books exist because they’re profitable to make, and they’re profitable to make because ⅛ of all the people on Earth speak English, and even more than that want their children to speak English.

In Macedonia, on the other hand, a country of 1.5-1.8 million, there are few such books because there are few such people to buy them. Similarly there are very few TV shows in Macedonian, so very early on children are siphoned off into two groups: those who consume imported English materials, and those who consume imported Serbian/Croatian/Slovenian materials, and so of course the cleft between these groups grows wide, very wide, as half the kids became fluent in a language and culture the parents don’t understand, and the other half closes themselves off from that culture forever, limiting themselves to the former Yugoslavian sphere, probably also forever. The parents have next to no say in this process. The children, even less so. They all receive this secondary culture through screens, and therefore if your 14-year-old Macedonian child is throwing up Los Angeles gang signs, shouting the n-word at every opportunity, and fascinated by gun culture, well, what are you to do? There are hardly any other diversions for them, in their town of 5,000 which used to be 10,000 and has been culturally and economically ravaged by communism and the subsequent fall, which means everyone is religious but seldom goes to church, and everyone wants money but no one knows how to properly run a business, and everyone wants Macedonia to improve but also wants to flee to Germany as soon as possible, causing the the social fabric frays as everyone stays inside on TikTok, consuming culture from somewhere else. Thus the best hope the parents have, even for their 125 IQ children (which are rare, because most high-achieving people use their cleverness to leave the country and have children elsewhere) is that they learn English, get a visa, and perhaps work as a teacher in Germany, or start a liquor store in New Jersey. That’s about as good as it gets. Many more work menial jobs; basically, Macedonians are like Mexicans for the EU, but no one notices because they speak English well and are white-ish.

Meanwhile I, with my English books and stay-at-home mom (because Macedonia, despite being culturally conservative, has precious few housewives, what with the average monthly wage being 475 dollars, meaning both parents have to work to take home about 10k a year) had an IQ test at 6 that put me on an educational track wherein I was given special attention, and told I could do just about anything I wanted, until, of course, that anything I wanted became something more than letters on a grade sheet, and like so many suburban teenagers, the boredom that is concurrent with existence in a well-kept arrangement of houses owned by people you don’t know, mostly devoid of businesses and avenues of achievement besides those of sports and academics, became infatuated with what music, movies, and the delight of elder siblings told me was most desirable: The Party Lifestyle. This entailed smoking weed out of apples, drinking beers in basements, and having sex on public property, because somehow all the comfort, stability, and oft-spoken of opportunity on the horizon seemed only to rise up like a grey curtain before us, a curtain that blocked out anything resembling the vital and life-like, and so our goal became to pierce that curtain at any cost. But I still got all A’s and went to a good college, so none of it mattered, much—my worst case scenario, outside of a drug overdose, was that I would be a burn out for a while, and then, if I put even a modicum of effort into my own life, land on my feet and achieve a better life than those of my  Macedonian students who’d done literally everything right from the day they were born.

Occasionally, while standing in a Macedonian classroom without a projector, textbooks, winter heating, reliable chalk, or a credible reason that my students should stop having fun and learn about the death of a medieval king, I remembered that grey curtain, and my boredom, and how cartoonishly epic it once felt to smoke weed and stampede around the suburbs. My students, knowing I was a young American, would ask me to discuss such activities, which, because of  TikTo,  they correctly assumed I had taken part in. Every single time, I would of course say such things were bad and not to be done, and feel unutterably sad because my students could only_aspire_ to the kind of emptiness and angst and access to a car that allowed me to almost ruin my life. They, in their cold, concrete farm houses, would lie on their beds and watch TikToks of Americans doing like I did, and feel jealousy as much as superiority. This admixture was always there, in their simultaneous boasting about how ‘we never have school shootings here, like in fucking weirdo LGBT America’ and complaining that ‘we don’t get to do anything fun like you did in school, Mr. X, you know we can’t drive or go out and party like you Americans’ and that was true, and it made me wonder if the excess of suburban American teenagers and the dreary boredom of Macedonian ones, who neither work the fields with their fathers like you probably imagine, or study, or do much of anything in their free time besides consume foreign culture, all comes down to the fact that teenagers are something new, and we still have not figured out what to do with them. My miserably fun youth, and their miserably boring one, have so much in common: we both so badly wanted to be somewhere else, and someone else, with something meaningful and impressive to do. Neither of us achieved that—they aspire to my hedonistic American adolescence because I achieved at least a shadow of something meaningful and impressive, through chemical and sexual stimulation.

I wondered if a happy adolescence exists anywhere on Earth. In Japan, maybe? There, the kids must join an afterschool club, which they must not ever quit or switch or reconsider, and therefore, usually from 7th-12th grade, they do the same activity, with the same kids, every single day, often until 6 or 7 pm at night. Thus are the world-famous Hardworking and Disciplined Japanese produced.
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It felt exactly like Dr. Seuss once imagined it, only with less money involved.



The Hardworking Japanese are manufactured by a clever, but exceptionally simple system of hierarchical sorting and assiduous ‘free time’ filling. I can explain it in a sentence: kids are sorted into high or low ranked academic schools, or vocational schools, through which their future is known almost from the first day, and then in those schools they are sorted into ‘home room classes’ which almost never change, such that kids are stuck with the same 25-30 other kids throughout the entire day, sometimes for all 3-4 years of high school. If this sounds like it would exacerbate the strict enforcement of a social hierarchy between the kids, you’re correct.

Bullying, when it happens, is more nightmarish than anything I ever witnessed in Macedonia or the US because, like in any good nightmare, there is nowhere at all for the bullied to escape. Your tormentors are with you in every period, and at lunch, and probably will be there next year, still right next to you, still with the same cruel nickname as last year. And you and your bullied friends who all retreat to the same club will also be known as such, and your club will be ostracized at school events, and will barely be clapped for at assemblies, and so on and so forth such that in Japan, more than anywhere else, the cool and attractive ride roughshod over the unattractive and uncool, because the latter cannot extricate themselves from the hierarchy that is THE HOMEROOM CLASS, and then eventually THE OFFICE ENVIRONMENT. And nowhere else is beauty so worshipped: only in Japan does it actually seem preferable that the attractive cool kids were standoffish and mean. In my own high school, you might get away with that if you were hot, but the friendly and charismatic attractive people were always more popular than the quiet ones. Seems obvious, doesn't it? In fact, if you’re American, you might have assumed that was a law of human nature. Sadly, it isn’t. In Japan, the coldest and cruelest of the attractive kids were always considered the coolest, the most desirable, the most worthy of admiration. The same with the teachers; I, as a twenty-two-year-old foreign teacher, strove to be kind, relaxed, relatable, and always with involved and interactive lessons. This did not make me popular. Rather, the kids always sung the praises of teachers who screamed at them, brow-beat them, and designed lessons like the worst sort of college lectures. They took this to be a form of caring, in contrast to my friendliness which seemed clownish and lackadaisical.


Strangely, things always went well when cameras were brought in to show what a wonderful thing I was doing. (Note: this is not me nor anyone I know, nor even the age group I was working with, but a random representative image from the internet).[image: ]



And that’s only the beginning, because this machine by which obedient Japanese workers are made, all extremely aware of their place in the nested pecking orders of team, office, and nation, is only preparation for the workforce, which I need not overly explain here because at this point almost everyone has heard tales of Japanese overwork. I will share only one representative example, as I witnessed it:


I had a co-teacher, let’s call her Mrs. Kimura, who was clearly in the early stages of dementia. Her breath smelled like a morgue, her hair always looked as though she’d been electrocuted, and she asked the same questions again and again, and often even taught the same classes to the same kids, multiple times. For some reason, Ms. Kimura loved me, likely because I was entirely beholden to her and extremely polite, in light of the fact that she was my boss.



She insisted on my presence whenever possible, and was, in fact, far from the  worst pedagogical collaborator I dealt with in Japan. But on and on she went, this demented sixty-four year old woman, seemingly aways at the school between the hours of 7 am and 7 pm, because, she said: ‘I hate going home to my husband, he smells bad and is mean,’ until eventually, out of nowhere, she stopped coming to work. No one said anything about it, mind you. Japanese people have a special way of saying nothing that pressures YOU into saying nothing, and to say nothing about the fact you’re saying nothing, until eventually it starts to actually feel like there’s nothing to say anything about.

Only weeks later, did I find out what happened: I was driving with another co-teacher, and as we passed an old house in the middle of a rice field he said, “Oh, guess what? That’s Mrs. Kimura’s house. You know, the other day she invited me over and when I went there she was trying to kill herself with a knife. I stopped her, though. Ha, ha, ha, ha!’ and he laughed, and I laughed, because the shock of this story being brought up so casually after our curry lunch was too much for my nervous system to come up with any better response. Here I was, in the country of polite, hard working people, driving through a half-empty village of collapsing buildings, laughing about this poor woman trying to kill herself with a knife. It wasn’t cruel laughter, mind you, from him or from me. It was the laughter of people who didn’t know what to say—all the more so because Japanese is a language whose very structure makes it difficult to describe internal experiences in vivid detail. So instead you laugh, and keep driving.

III

I have to  preface my next story with a quick question: where do you think Japan ranks for suicide rates? Top 5? Top 10? And what countries do you think are up there with it? Korea, the USA, and Russia, maybe? This is an important question, so please don’t cheat. Where do you think misery is so abundant that people commonly take their own lives? Probably in places where modern malaise has set in: irreligious countries where people, freed from the hard-driving momentum of simple resource needs, turn to big questions with scant answers, right? Places like France, and the US, where individualistic, drug-addicted, and lost souls turn to violent and final solutions.

In short—no. Japan is only 49th in the world for suicides (albeit probably a bit higher because I think Japanese people far less likely to accurately report than in some other countries, for reasons you will see). The US is 31st, and South Korea, famous for its industrial progress and resultant, society-wide malaise, still doesn’t crack the top ten. So what are the top ten countries for suicide rates?

10. Central African Republic

9. Mozambique

8. South Africa

7. Zimbabwe

6. Suriname

5. Micronesia

4. Kiribati

3. Eswatini

2. Guyana

1. Lesotho

And what professions, at least in the US (the only place I could find credible statistics), commit suicide at the highest rates? Writers, poets, or doctors, perhaps?

No—I’m afraid it’s fishermen and farmers ; those who work with the land, and probably have a vanishingly small amount of free time for rumination on unanswerable questions and their own deplorable circumstances.

I find that most people have a hard time accepting this information, because if farmers in Eswatini are that much poorer than us, and that much more miserable, we are denied an extremely comforting lie; the one that says that this world is fairer than it looks, and the accounts are somewhat balanced, and that we wealthy westerners are the conscience of the world, experiencing special forms of misery that Micronesian fisherman are mercifully denied. But if you think about it for a moment, it makes perfect sense that a Micronesian fisherman would be miserable. If I described the daily life of such a person, you would recoil in a fascinated kind of horror and spend a few seconds in quiet reflection, there at your comfortable west-coast computer station. In just such a way have I described the life of a Japanese high schooler. Now tell me, then, if this story makes sense:


Everyday my students would clean their school (badly, for the most part, because they’re Japanese high schoolers, not aliens) in little groups, usually decided by the kids themselves. Now, because by this point I had developed a strong sense of sympathy for the downtrodden of the school, I usually cleaned the science lab with a group of unpopular boys, one of whom spoke excellent English, in contrast to the others, who might as well have been mute.



I bonded with them, best as I could, until again, like Mrs. Kimura, one of the effectively mute kids vanished from the school and was never mentioned again by anyone, so far as I could tell. I never asked about his disappearance, and in retrospect, I doubt I even noticed. He was one of the anonymous, face-in-the-hall presences that every school is so full of, in the way every empty glass is full of air.

Weeks later, a female colleague and friend of mine (for some reason, many western expats in Japan tend to end up with a large number of middle-aged female friends) asked me if I remembered a boy named ‘Hikaru’ who used to clean with me. I didn’t like the way she asked. My Japanese sixth-sense for subtle social undercurrents had been developed by this point, and I knew something was afoot. But sadly, I didn’t remember the name, or the boy in particular. To be honest, that gang of quiet boys I cleaned with once a week didn’t occupy a large place in my mind; they were at best, a single unit in my mind, represented by the single outgoing, English-speaking boy.

“Well,” she said, “it’s so sad…you can’t tell anyone. The family and the principal have decided to tell everyone it was an accident. He killed himself over winter break.”

“Oh, that’s horrible,” I said, knowing by now that it was strange to say things like ‘sorry’ during tragedies in Japan. In Japan, apologies are too serious to be wasted on the dead. “Do they know why? What was wrong?”

I asked this in the vein of offering support. Not for a moment did I expect she would actually tell me. But she did; Japanese people often confide deeply in their foreign friends, because we seem an oasis away from the social pressures and judgements that issue from other Japanese. Also, many of them outright state that English is a far better language in which to dump out one’s feelings and speak of shameful and difficult things. I came to agree with them; Japanese, as it is spoken in day-to-day life, is the elevator music of languages.

“He lived with his grandma because his mom and dad are alcoholics,” she said. “But then he and his grandma got in a big fight, and he wandered off alone. No one knew where he went. Then eventually they found him in the woods, dead. Yeah. So sad. I cannot believe it.”

You have to imagine this said to me in a thick Japanese accent, by the sweetest Japanese mother and home economics teacher you could ever imagine, a constant, polite smile still on her face as she gave a slow nod, the one Japanese people give in acknowledgement of something terrible having transpired. Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes, and almost pooled in mine, not so much at the death of this boy I hated myself for not being able to remember, but at my friend’s obvious relief at telling me this. Me, the twenty-two-year-old American she’d once caught looking down her blouse (an honest mistake), sitting in her office, drinking tea and scarfing down a scone, was the best outlet she had for this horrible burden of information. So I took it, gave as much comfort as was appropriate, and was haunted by the grim idea of this quiet, 15-year-old Japanese boy wandering around town (for all I know I saw him!) by himself during winter break, and coming to the idea that killing himself was his best course of action. No one, not even the kid’s best friends, some of whom I knew, were ever told the truth about what happened. No service was held at the school. It was all glossed over, and thus that famous Japanese societal harmony was maintained.
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Insert clichéd image of time-lapsed Shibuya crossing, in order to illustrate both the impressive results and the eerie, dehumanizing aspects of Japanese cultural harmony; every documentary about Japan has to have one.



In Japan, unless you want to be a wacky foreigner monkey, you must learn to ‘read the room’ or ‘read the air’ if literally translated. The atmosphere of the room is something of a religion over there, and underpins everything, good and bad, that Japan is known for. The issue is, sometimes the room, in all its formidable power, tells you to kill yourself. Other times it tells you to not dare to mention the boy that killed himself. The Room, I came to understand it, is a cruel, pagan god. It is a precise embodiment of the fantasy trope in which gods literally exist only as much as people believe in them. The Room is formed out of  the collective expectations of millions of Japanese people, living and dead, coming to bear on even the smallest acts, and seeing to it that they do not deviate from the strictures of the most successful social religion in human history (in any criticism of Japan, one must remember the crime statistics, and what a remarkable achievement they are: .23 homices/100k people compared to the US’s 6.38/100k or world leader Jamaica’s 53.3/100k).

This worship of ‘reading the room’ is essentially what makes Japan so unlivable, and why I, like so many other foreigners, departed after two years with my tail between my legs, and an understanding that to survive any longer I’d have to either become Japanese (by worshipping The Room) or embrace being a wacky, loud-mouthed, tall-nose foreigner forever. The former option is even harder than it sounds, because unless you’ve done something truly despicable, Japanese people don’t give you feedback on what you might be doing wrong (which is everything that you’re doing, if it is decidedly un-Japanese). Therefore your own, primitive read of The Room is all you have in the way of behavioral guidance, and that read is at best only an alien’s attempt at mind-reading people who have a completely different set of expectations when it comes to respect, efficiency, and even the aim of communication itself.

The best and most concise analogy I can come up with is this: in Japan, everyone is your girlfriend. You are responsible for understanding that when your boss asks about pastries, it means he wants you to buy the pastries for next week’s meeting. It means that when someone says yes to the thing you’ve been requesting for months, you should expect that tomorrow they’re going to ask you for something you don’t want to give, but if you don’t give the same yes back, they’re going to resent you forever and regret the ‘yes’ they gave you for the rest of their lives.

Japanese social interactions exist at a much higher resolution than American ones, and at times I felt that living in Japan as an allistic person gave me a reasonable understanding of what it might be like to be autistic in America. At all times there were subtle games being played, and things being communicated by other people to which I was not privy at all. This created a background radiation of stress that made social interaction much more stressful than fun. Japanese people get around this by leaning into role assignment; basically, your boss is just your boss, and must play the role of boss rather than ‘being himself’ because if everyone was particularly ‘himself’ at this high resolution of social interaction, everyone’s minds would collapse under the information overload, and life would be impossible, even for those born into the culture.

It almost is impossible, anyway, but the use of stock roles and personality archetypes (which is quite clear in anime, and is perhaps the main way anime and Japanese reality intersect) make social dynamics in Japan just about manageable for Japanese people, and anyone else who either neatly falls into a ‘role’ or is at least content to perform one.

This pronounced art of role performance was nowhere more clear than in the large friend groups I’d observe among my students: the kids, to a much greater degree than in America, engaged in a kind of social division of labor, meaning that one kid got to be the smooth, cool one, another the wacky, fat one, an another the quiet, athletic one, and so and so forth down the list of stock student stereotypes. It’s hard to convey how comically pronounced this was, when we Americans might look back and think we also fell into these roles in high school, and even now. But In Japan, there is overwhelming pressure to be one thing, or two things at most (for example, an attractive engineer, or a stern teacher) in your public life, and therefore the kids are from an early age learning to perform these limited roles and personality types.
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Anime exaggerates an underlying reality, just as American high school films do–the difference is that in Japan, the reality is exaggerated to begin with.

For the kind of eccentric, open-minded western fellows likely to uproot their lives and move to Japan, it can be terribly depressing. Luckily, most of my English-teaching peers were content to play their Nintendo Switch, date a prettier girl than they would’ve gotten back home, and not think too much about the above issues, except when info-dumping all their woes on reddit or something. Every single one of those who stayed in Japan either got insane kicks from being the kooky, loud-mouthed foreigner, such that even after five years it still didn’t get old for them, or else were relatively conformist, role-oriented people who happened to fit into the Japanese mold long before they’d even heard of a country called Japan.

IV

Many of these eccentric, open-minded types, realizing that a conformist culture like Japan wasn’t quite their speed, would instead take to the open road, and call it ‘Digital Nomadism’ which basically means working on your laptop in a very cheap country, and switching countries whenever bored or, more often, when your visa runs out. Thailand is generally the most popular of all countries for this lifestyle, because it is somehow both safe, cheap, beautiful, warm, and open to foreigners despite decades of mistreatment by said foreigners (yet without ever being colonized, so to speak) and therefore perfect for people like me, who wanted to learn to fight, start a business, and have fun all at the same time (because in most countries, you cannot do even two of those things at once unless you are already rich).

Foolishly, I decided to live this lifestyle whole-hog, which meant not learning Thai, (unlike in Japan and Macedonia, where I spoke the languages reasonably well) and for the most part encapsulating myself in a bubble of like-minded, or at least superficially like-lifestyled people. I would work on my business, learn to kick box, and meet new friends and lovers, day after day, almost for as long as I wanted, considering how cheaply I could live; this seemed like an excellent plan, following two years of 8-6 Japanese salaryman-dom.

It’s hard to overestimate how fun that kind of life can be for three months. For three months, it really is like Eat Pray Love, where you feel constantly on the verge of some new breakthrough or epiphany, and this feeling pleasantly tempered by a healthy dose of degenerate exhaustion on those morning when at 4 AM you roll back home on a rented motorcycle and order a $5 Steak that you’ll eat in bed with a woman who feels exactly the same way as you do, and has through deft and well-timed location switching, managed to maintain that feeling for five years running.

Oh, what a life! Temples and ice baths and yoga and crystals and sound baths and crypto lunches and game nights and mastermind sessions with internet famous gurus and all of it rushing past you during a boiling hot summer that eventually amounts to…nothing. Nothing because three months laters all those people you met have moved on to a new country, and you’ve essentially repeated high school in fast forward: learning the ropes, meeting new people, experiencing a few humiliations and triumphs, and then finally settling into yourself just as it all ends rather abruptly.
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This image, like most digital nomads themselves, is so unaware of its own absurdity that it is this very unawareness, rather than the act of nomadism itself, that makes it, in many ways, repulsive. Not that the person charging for the guest house rental in the top right cares, or should care.



And then, this cycle repeats, to diminishing returns as you wonder how you’ll ever go back home now that you’ve learned to live a better life on $1500 than you could on $7000 a month in an equivalent American city. You look up from time to time, as the three month honeymoon draws to a close: everyone else just as lost as you, especially the old men, the terrible old men whom you see sitting alone at lady bars in the city, who have either been there thirty years, or just half a week (it makes no difference) and speak no Thai, and have been there too long, and whose lives were never better than in Thailand, probably, where for a few dollars an hour they enjoy female attention and are thousands of miles from the office job, the London Fog, the wife, whatever. You see those guys and get very afraid of becoming like them, and you even see the steps that lead there: you know thirty-five year old guys living off shrinking crypto wallets, who when they go back to England still feel as ugly and lost and priced-out-of-existence as when they were nineteen, and dreaming of Thailand for the first time…it gets hard to ignore those old guys, after a while.

At first, I didn’t see them, and almost thought Thailand’s reputation as the sexpat capital of the world  was overblown, but then suddenly they seemed to be everywhere, in one form or another. I never understood how they managed to enjoy all the female attention (not necessarily sex!) that they paid for. Because unless you are paying extremely high rates, women whose attention or affection you purchase don’t actually try that hard to convince you it’s real. I’d see girls walk away the second their glass (they get paid in drinks, essentially) was empty, or worse, smile with such polite, typically Thai, falseness that I’d wish to escape to some dark, frigid country when no one ever smiled except when they really meant it. Which, fifteen months later, is exactly what I did.

How could I not? After nearly two years of living entirely for myself, like a commensalist tick on the skin of Thai society, a kind of shame had crept up on me, a collective shame that I used to claim I didn’t believe in, like a virus I’d caught from the sad old men in the bars who always laughed like it was quite hilarious how they couldn’t speak a word of Thai after ten years, who sat their buying drink after drink for underage girls in braces and cocktail dresses, night after night, as their hair crept back from their foreheads and everyone in their hometown forgot who they were.

Looking back now, I see that this era of growing shame and Tolstoy-reading and ‘wrestling with god’ was nothing much more than a desire to suffer in exchange for all the pleasure I’d experienced. Some part of me wanted to balance the scales, and efface myself by giving away what I imagine I’d stolen, and what I’d stolen was joy born of simple unfairness: that I was born American, to upper-middle class parents, and therefore had fallen into a life where I could inject money into a country like Thailand, which, of course, was happy to have me.

Not that I did anything evil, or illegal, either: it was only the shame of being part of a group (and not a historical, or ethnic group, but a living, active group, like a kind of informal gentleman’s club—I’d shiver when those sad old men winked and lifted their drinks to me, as if we were peers) that did do evil things by virtue of the same unfairness that had led me to a similar, if less destructive life in the same place.

I’d had enough of those men, and my similarity to them. I wanted them as my enemies, and so long as I lived a comparable life, that never could be. So I decided to leave Thailand, and do something self-righteous. Something worthy of an ashamed, Tolstoy-reading, kickboxer: I joined the Peace Corps.

V

Originally, my intention was to go to a place like Vanuatu or Tonga, where I’d be completely beholden to a small island’s collective expectations, rules, beliefs, and rituals of daily-life. I wanted to be subsumed, and to know what it was like to live in a village of subsistence farmers, where I might discover how most of my ancestors lived, and contrast that with the hyper-modern life of a digital nomad in Thailand. But sadly, that was not to be: due to a medical issue I was offered the country of North Macedonia, instead, and I accepted it, despite several clear warnings from my digital nomad friends, who rightly stated that such a drastic change might very well kill me, or send me into the worst depression of my life. The few who’d been to Macedonia (because strangely, Thailand is one of the few places where the average pub might have a handful of people who have visited the Balkans for fun) regaled me with stories of ‘Friends’ billboards from 1998 still perched above dilapidated malls, and a cuisine consisting only of spice-less potatoes and pickled miscellany. There was also the obvious problem of the Balkans being cold, poor, and, speaking only slightly hyperbolically, post-apocalyptic.

Allow me to sketch a picture of a centuries-long historical disaster in as few strokes as possible:


-The Ottoman Empire conquered Macedonia in the 1390s and didn’t relinquish control until 1913, during which Macedonians could only acquire education, such as there was, through service to their Ottoman conquerors, under a system of feudal quasi-serfdom that lasted from before Da Vinci to after the goddamn Wright Brothers. One such highlight of the Ottoman’s enlightened rule was the Devshirme system, wherein young Macedonian boys were forcibly stolen from their parents, converted to Islam, and turned into Ottoman soldiers.



-In the wake of the Ottomans’ fall, Macedonia was ruled by Serbs and Bulgarians, until eventually, falling under the rule of Josip Broz Tito, (whom Churchill had deemed the most successful Nazi-fighter in the Balkans, and given funding) as part of Yugoslavia, a firmly communist but at the time anti-Stalinist country comprising Macedonia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Serbia.

-In the 1990s, Yugoslavia collapsed, resulting in 100,000+ deaths, millions of replacements, and a great deal of very scary and surreal TV footage that Americans had to watch between Nirvana music videos and episodes of The Real World.

-In 2001, Albanian insurgents (about 24% of the Macedonian population are Albanian Muslims) attacked Macedonian soldiers, igniting a very small civil war wherein ‘only’ about 200 people died, and which NATO was very quick to mediate due to the ethnic cleansing that had previously taken place in Kosovo.

I want to make a cute metaphor between Balkan politics and quantum physics, but I just can’t bring myself to do it because there is no experience in the western world that is anywhere near equivalent to the act of discussing Balkan politics with Balkan people. Those 100,000+ deaths happened so recently, and as part of a much larger conflict stretching back so long that no American can ever begin to understand why those Cyrillic YouTube comments are so angry, and the old slavic men in tracksuits so stiff and grumpy as they putter around shabby-looking, concrete-lined parks and squares. The reason is because after six hundred years of virtual slavery under the Ottomans, further atrocities under Bulgarian and Serbian rulers following WWI, and then the relative prosperity of early Yugoslavia, followed by a heartbreaking, bloody, family-dividing collapse, the Balkans are not just post-apocalyptic, but post-post-post-apocalyptic, even though the world before the apocalypse was pretty much still just grinding poverty, and total obscurity upon the world stage.
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Nothing could be more indispensable to a westerner’s understanding of the Balkans than the knowledge that the above photo was not taken in 1913, or 1943, but 1991—the same year that Nirvana released Nevermind.



The Ottomans disallowed Macedonians from holding most positions of power, unless they themselves joined as Ottoman collaborators. Therefore, there is still a lingering distrust of education, and institutional power in general, because for more than 500 years, that power was held by a conquering army that wanted to steal your sons and forcibly convert them to Islam. After that, you get garden variety atrocities in the wake of WWI, and then a communist takeover that wipes out what social fabric came from the cornerstone of most slavic societies: the Orthodox Church.

This then brings us to the 2020s, when I lived there, and observed that no one wanted to go to school, because that was a bullshit, corrupt, government institution, and no one wanted to go to church, because that habit had been stamped out decades before, when doing such a thing could get you in trouble, and no one wanted to start up a business, because that’s the act of some American up-start capitalist, who probably wants to immigrate to the EU and turn gay anyway.

Do you see the problem? Such a long period of social deterioration and suppression of human development along any meaningful vector means there’s_nothing left_. Nothing left but farming, and trying to bend the god-like ever-pervasive ‘system’ to your favor, just like their ancestors under the Ottomans. But do you bend the rules, and perhaps open a nightclub with fake documentation, and it works out well, so people actually come, and maybe that means other people will want to mimic you and open their own businesses and succeed but…bending the rules to your favor happens to have extremely serious consequences.

And that atmosphere in which no one gets ahead except through illegal manipulation of ‘the system’ through bribery and nepotism creates a listlessness in everyone not immediately benefiting from such graft, which then results in desperate, hopeless parents just praying their children will leave, and then all of a sudden you have a 10% population drop in two decades. This listlessness and hopelessness is everywhere, and I think it’s a large part of the reason Macedonia felt poorer than Thailand, despite statistics telling a different story: in a country like Thailand, or even say, Botswana, people have experienced a rough, bumpy, but largely quite noticeable drift towards progress and relative prosperity. People live better lives than their grandparents, and certainly their great-grandparents. Contrast that with Macedonia, where there is a kind of boomer nostalgia that makes everything on American Facebook look like child’s play, because Macedonian grandparents did have it so much better in so many ways that it is all anyone ever talks about. For a variety of complex economic reasons (largely massive IMF loans that Tito never paid) Yugoslavia had high wages, cheap prices, and low productivity. I heard so many glory-days stories from men in their sixties who’d describe how they used to work for a hotel, check in one guest a day, and earn a salary that allowed them to support a family, buy a new car every year, and go on vacation anywhere within Yugoslavia.

These stories always had the flavor of someone who, finally owning up to their massive credit card debt, remembers how a few months ago they lived so well, and with so little effort:oh me, oh my, what happened to the good old  days?

But of course, the common people of Yugoslavia had no say over Tito’s IMF loans, or how they were used; all they know is that life in Macedonia was terrible for a few hundred years, decent for about thirty, and is now pretty much terrible again, under what is best described as a two-party fascist state. How now? Two party fascist state? That doesn’t make any sense!

Well, let’s imagine you’re one of my students, and you’re hoping to get a job after college. Well, actually, you didn’t go to college because your teacher father lost his job when the other party came into office, and nudged him out with all their new party-approved appointees at his school. So instead you went to a trade school, which has historically been run by your party, which is why they let you in despite you having no qualifications for that school, but then they lose funding because the director of the school dared raise his voice at the local party meeting, and the party boss retaliated ‘to make a point’, and now the school may very well close in a year or two.

So then you leave, work at a gas station, and fall in love with a girl there. She’s working there because her mom’s a judge (remember that this high-status job still only pays $500 a month), whose court is run by an administrator from the other party—and this administrator hates the girl’s mom because she doesn’t take bribes, even more she distrusts her because of her party affiliation. Therefore this administrator pulls strings and gets your girlfriend’s mom sent to the worst district in the country for judges, (which is two hours away by car, despite being only 40 miles away, because of the terrible roads). But your girlfriend’s mom is so good at being a judge that she actually enjoys and excels at her new post, and when the old manager finds out about this, she loses her mind and spreads a rumor about your girlfriend’s mom cheating on her husband with a court reporter. Everyone in the administrators' part believes the rumor. No one in your girlfriend’s mom’s part, who actually knows her, does. And on and on it goes until your girlfriend’s mom loses her job, and you have to befriend your local party leader, who you hate, just so you can get an office job at the only factory in town for $400 a month. Oh, and if your party loses again, that factory will probably change leadership, and you might very well lose your job and have to start over.

These are the glories of two-party western democracy, inflicted on a rump of a post-communist state, with a powerful case of Stockholm syndrome for Tito, and most other competent-seeming strong-man the world over. Trump is wildly popular in Macedonia, and not just because his wife is from former Yugoslavia, but because he represents the kind of decisive, undemocratic unity that gave the country its only decades of relative ease, significance, and pride (though I must say, for every ten people that would tell me these things, there would be one who would violently disagree, and the entire dialectic of the 20th century would play out before my eyes, over a glass of homemade brandy.)

[image: ]


Don’t ask: for the longer you look into the abyss of Balkan politics, the less it makes sense.



Many nights, I’d lie on the cold, mustard-yellow tile of my Yugoslavian cottage and listen to the barks of the wild dogs outside (most would be dead in a month or two, from the thirty-year-old BMWs that whipped down the narrow country roads at 60 mph), and think of all the historical accidents that had led to me being there, speaking and reading Macedonian, freezing because my electricity was out, wondering what I could possibly do in the way of actually helping anyone in my village. Because the Peace Corps, ostensibly, is there to help. And I tried to help. I didn’t turn tail once the winter settled in and my hedonistic digital nomad days were a distant memory, and I had to stand in front of a class of Turkish students (holdovers from the Ottoman Empire who spoke less Macedonian than me) and try to come up with a 40 minute lesson on the spot, because we had no textbooks or effective curriculum. I’d think about that, and the workday to come, and the 500 years of virtual slavery followed by decades of war, basket-case economics, and then more war, and I’d imagine the 100-year-old woman who lived next door to me, who watched soap operas all day and never left the house, and laugh at the thought that most everyone I knew, even my best friends, still couldn’t locate Macedonia on the map, much less understand when I tried to explain a single fact about it when they asked ‘How are you, man? What’s it like over there?’, which was an arrogant thought, but a true one. I was cold, and I was lost, almost the entire time I was over there, and even more so than Japan, I could never figure the place out, albeit for completely different reasons.

VI

A country like Macedonia, whose essential character and destiny has been so mutilated by centuries of colonialism, and then false hopes that spawn under a relatively benevolent communist dictatorship, and become so confused and discombobulated that I, as an American, especially an American who’d been out of his own country for nearly a decade, couldn’t hope to understand it, much less improve it in any significant way. I determined that striking an example for my students would be challenge and help enough, because from about 3-16, kids are much like kids anywhere else, and not yet wholly subservient to the cultural programming of the place they were arbitrarily born in.

All of them, wherever I’ve lived, have been lost. In the US, we were lost in a cultural and parental vacuum that 2000s pop culture stepped forward to fill, mostly with superficial heroism and a glorification of the only real-life romantic heroes left: inner-city gangsters, drug dealers, and pimps, who made art and music so convincingly epic that we suburbanites imitated it, and are still imitating it, albeit in subtler ways as we enter out late twenties.

It’s strange that this heroic-gangster subculture has stepped forward almost everywhere: even in Asia, the gangster is beginning to be worshipped, even if the role and its imagery are only shallowly acted out by K-pop stars who have never sniffed a drug or fired a weapon outside of their two-year conscription. Half of my time as a teacher was spent trying to get kids to stop larping as gangsters, because I’d done it myself, and as soon as a larping kid gets access to the proper props, it ceases to be larping and becomes what it had long only yearned to be: a romantic war against the established order, in the name of personal pleasure and achievement. Nowhere, not even rural Japan, seems to be able to escape the pull of it, and this frightens me because the only solutions I’ve seen, not believed in, but actually_seen_ work are the bogging down of children in endless, regimented extracurricular activities, or the total buy in of a two-parent household into a set of strict cultural customs, whether they be Christian, Shinto, Mormon, or otherwise. This then leaves the rest of the young people (75% or more, I’d estimate) who are by default edgelords, unserious Christians, iPad kids, psych med-takers, or bog-standard faces in the halls to mine the social media algorithms for what is most in opposition to the listlessness and malaise they feel, because, at the end of the day, they are trapped. And the trapped want to tunnel out, any way they can, and their screens are tunnels to the rest of the world, above all else.
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But like most bad things in life, it comes down to people wanting to be high status in precisely the same way that people who are already high status, are high status.



This is why I feel justified in giving the world a 3/10. Not because much of the world is poor, and the poor parts are more miserable than you can imagine, and often without the saving graces of religion and comforting folkways you assume them to have. I give the world a 3/10 because I have seen the younger generations, even lived amongst them, in all these places, and I see that the lostness that is in all young people the world over has created a demand for tunnels out of their dreary circumstances…but out into what?

In some cases, such as my own, it is out into an actual enactment of a cartoonishly hedonistic lifestyle, as advertised by almost every single musician, celebrity, and public-facing elite who is not explicitly known for being religious. But even that is going out of style now, in favor of a gangster-flavored nothing that when seen objectively through the eyes of a worldwide public school teacher such as myself, is even worse than what the most pessimistic of parents see in their own kids. This nothing is a half-amused, half-anxious voyeurism that looks out upon everything in the world and sees it only in terms of its most obvious features: who is most attractive, who is most powerful, who is most disgusting, and then rushes to frame those experiences in an unconscious system of thought that accounts for both the petty Machiavellianism evident in high school, and the endless circus freak-show aspect the world takes on when viewed through the thousand thousand windows of days, weeks, and years of doom scrolling—this system of thought is not a pretty one, and though it manifests in belief systems as varied as Nazism, unapologetic lookism, and Marxist-Leninism, the underlying problem is always the same: every feature of the world is judged as a voyeur would judge it. That is, cruelty is judged only as another form of spectacle, and whatever form of cruelty or pleasure makes the best spectacle for that particular kid’s schema of rods and cones will lead them down the path to the extreme-right, or the extreme-left, or much more commonly, extensive lip fillers, anti-natalism, light inceldom, videogame addiction, and above all, the feeling that the world is pretty much a rotten place, even if suicide would not quite be worth it.

I have seen these forms of voyeur-mind taking root all over the world. I’ve seen it in adults, and even old people, who you’d have thought were fully formed and thus resistant to a few thousand video clips’ reshaping of their nervous system. Most of all I’ve seen it in America, where lots of very shy men and women, covered in tattoos of their favorite characters and ideas, lift weights in perfect silence, struggle to maintain eye contact, and have learned to judge one another as a collection of proper and improper opinions, overlaid on a skeleton of status determined by height/bust/bone structure. It would not be correct to call this global drift towards superficiality ‘Americanization’ anymore than when people describe the ills of life post-2020 as ‘because of Covid’ when in fact America and Covid are only signposts for changes that have been determined primarily by novel technologies, and a concurrent collapse in the technology through which culture, behavior, and values are transmitted: parenting.

But this isn’t a review of children, or parents, or social media. I only want to point out what I believe, in all seriousness, is the newest stain on the planet, right up there with famine, genocide, and war: the gradual, and still nascent planet-wide social consensus that digital media, especially rapid short-form video, will manifest on Earth. I predict Thai teenagers who will see the temples in their cities as strange and alien as an American teenager would. I see American teenagers as confused by Elvis as any Thai kid would be; there will soon be no difference in the things they are interested in, confused about, and disgusted by—but they both will recognize Mr. Beast, and rejoice.

Everywhere will be people play-acting as gangsters, pop-stars, and wrap-around-glasses American patriots (there is a subculture of country boys in Norway who proudly wear the confederate flag!) and travel, which I suppose is the activity underlying this review, will cease to mean very much anymore. You may call this outlook apocalyptic or doomerist, but having lived in a post-apocalyptic place, I can tell you—bad things do happen. No matter how many starving Ethiopian children or Macedonian club fires you might see, it is hard to accept until you’ve lived amongst people like, say, a Guyanese farmer who never learned to read, lost his hearing in one ear due to an infection, and then killed himself at thirty-two following his wife’s second miscarriage caused by medical malpractice. This small tragedy, along with the larger one just described, is the texture and flavor of the world as I’ve experienced it. This is the view from outside of Turtle Island and the best parts of Western Europe, and I stand by it in the face of wide-eyed techno-optimists as much as trite, internet-forged doomers who are sad precisely because they’ve never witnessed something as sad as a child soldier, a trafficked girl, or a once-wealthy British man homeless on the streets of Bangkok with half his teeth missing.

VII

I give the World as a Whole a 3/10, because now, looking back, every person I’ve ever met who has said something like ‘…the world is just awesome, man, things always work out, in the end,’ was either on drugs, extremely rich, or had never left America—even if they’d flown somewhere else for a week, once or twice. Because things do not always work out. They did not work out for the Do-Do. They did not work out for the Ais people. They are not currently working out for the Macedonians, or the Ukrainians, or the Russians, for that matter. They have probably worked out for you, mostly, considering you are sitting here reading this—but because I’m not reviewing your life, I’m afraid I can’t take that into account.

Your life, and the young American doomers’ unhappy lives, were all made possible by people much like the poor Guyanese farmer, even if they, in your case, happened to live on the outskirts of Boston, or on a farm in the Punjab, or in small town Pennsylvania. They might have died in a bar fight, or of tuberculosis, or the black lung, but they, and even more impersonal servants of your own luck, undergird your comfortable life, along with every happy circumstance and opportunity. Prosperous, free-and-easy western lives are the temporary creation of a productive surge that occurred within a small patchwork of stable states—not that that makes your misery, or your optimism, invalid or unreal—all this is only a way of saying that problems, when seen from as high up as most Americans and western Europeans  are, look small, manageable, and even, somehow, aesthetic. When stuck_within_ these problems, however, in the places they are actually happening, they are none of those things. An issue as small as a lack of textbooks,  unpredictable power surges, or unclean air,  is completely suffocating, and sends out ripples of misery and dysfunction that seem to have no end.

I imagine the napalmed villages of Vietnam and or the killing fields of Cambodia didn’t look so  bad, when viewed from space. And until I stepped away from Turtle Island, I, and everyone I knew experienced the 3 million deaths of the Second Congo War(1998!), and the 112 million Chinese currently working 9-6 in factories, and the smell of plastic trash burned so close to Macedonian elementary schools that it makes the students dizzy, all as one at the top of Mt. Fuji might experience an approaching tsunami: as just one of many large waves, eminently manageable, and in the grand scheme of things, only another part of what makes standing on Mt. Fuji so wonderful and interesting. The pangs of guilt one occasionally feels when surveying the wreckage below are only another luxury, not much different than the crisp air, snug cabins, and distant views.  [image: ]


And from atop Mt. Kilimanjaro, the African continent looks so…peaceful.



This grave, but rather detached outlook on the world’s many sufferings is possible to maintain even when touring a favela, or volunteering for an NGO—these scales do not fall easily from the eyes—and I have seen it maintained even in those living abroad for decades. I’ve been back living in the US for a few months now, and with every Chili’s Pick-Three Appetizer Deal, and $9 IPA, and discussion about Tariffs or Hasan Abi or Star Wars or delivery meal boxes, I can feel the scales beginning to accrete again.

I clean my eyes off in the following way:


I lay on the warm, carpeted floor of my American house and force myself to remember what it was like to sit on the freezing, tile, floor of my Yugoslavian cottage, waiting out a winter night without power or water, listening to the wild dogs barking outside, and imagining the dead empty eyes of the sexpats in Thailand, alone with their drinks and their bar girls’ false, brace-faced smiles…or else trying my best to recall the real name and face of the Japanese teenager, dead at fifteen, who I can’t, actually, seem to remember at all.



During this exercise, I feel like a film critic going over his notes and discovering that the movie he thought he enjoyed falls apart the more he thinks about it—because despite the high production value, talented actors, and generous running time, a film made up of mostly arbitrary, tragic, and repetitious scenes can’t be better than a 3/10, can it? Even if it’s the only movie currently showing?




The Zone of Interest

Spoilers, obviously.

[image: ]

The Zone of Interest opened with a cacophany of noise. Over a pitch black screen, haunting chants and droning organs blared out over the speakers. It was profoundly uncomfortable. I'd seen artsy movies open with some weird audio track before, but this felt different. First of all, it went on for a while. Much longer than I thought it would go on, at least five full minutes of nothing but that oppressive sound. Second, it filled the whole room, consumed everything. I got lost in it. It just kept going, and going, and going…

And then the movie started, color jumped to the screen, and I realized that I'd actually forgotten about the sound for a bit. Somewhere in the third or fourth minute of droning whatever, I zoned out. Started thinking about something else, like work or maybe what I was going to have for dinner.

After the movie ended, I sat and thought about that opening for a long time.

—

Like many other holocaust movies, The Zone of Interest aims to examine the banality of evil. The term comes from Hannah Arendt while she was reporting on the trial of Adolf Eichmann. To quote from wiki:


Arendt's book introduced the expression and concept of the banality of evil. Her thesis is that Eichmann was actually not a fanatic or a sociopath, but instead an average and mundane person who relied on cliché defenses rather than thinking for himself, was motivated by professional promotion rather than ideology, and believed in success which he considered the chief standard of "good society". Banality, in this sense, does not mean that Eichmann's actions were in any way ordinary, but that his actions were motivated by a sort of complacency which was wholly unexceptional.



In 2024 I think this is a pretty well understood concept, but at the time of Arendt’s writing the 'banality of evil’ concept was pretty revolutionary. Evil was thought to be a really active process, something that relied on the full throated participation of ‘evil people’. It’s a nice fiction, it allows us to separate the world into clean categories of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and mete out condemnation and punishment accordingly. But the Holocaust, with its tens-of-thousands of willing passive participants, showed that in reality evil can come from totally common and non-unique sources of motivation. Something as simple as wanting to excel at a job, for e.g.

The Zone of Interest revisits the exploration of the banality of evil through the lens of Rudolph Hoss.

By every account, Hoss is an unremarkable individual. He married his highschool sweetheart, he has a budding family, he's upper middle class. He likes to swim, and takes his kids to the river often. At work, he's a middle manager in a large organization, essentially tasked with managing a foreign office (complete with a company house, which is where almost all of the movie is set). He's dedicated to his work; he takes pride in his craftsmanship and is eager to impress his bosses with his creativity and efficiency.

So why is Hoss our protagonist? Because he is the head of Auschwitz. The large organization he works for is the Nazi party.

—

The Zone of Interest, as a film, is fascinated by the mundane bureaucracy behind the Nazi party. The camera follows Hoss and his family around as they just live their lives, not 100 yards from one of the greatest atrocities ever committed. Hoss fills out paperwork. He takes calls. He writes and asks for recommendations. His wife gossips with the neighbors. She has a little garden party. Her mom visits and they chat about their lives. The kids play in the garden, in the pool, in the river. They go to school. The baby cries.

It all seems so normal, but it's punctuated by moments of "what the actual fuck?" that pull you out of the scene so fast your head spins. The paperwork is for crematoriums. His wife is talking about the jewelry she gets from the Jews who were being murdered. The kids are playing with teeth! Every scene there is an off screen scream, or someone-that-is-obviously-a-guard yelling, or a gun shot, or all three, and the characters just ignore it, and you in the audience are gritting your teeth because its so obvious to you how fucked up the situation is…except for when it isn't obvious, because you also, in the span of the movie, forget that random screams are not, in fact, normal.

The Zone of Interest excels at creating this deeply disturbing uncanny valley, in which you the viewer are constantly on edge because you know, you know, that horrible things are happening right behind the wall, but you also you catch yourself forgetting until something pulls you right back. That's the banality of evil.

There are a lot of moments that are literally jaw dropping. Maybe the most visceral is when Hoss is playing in the river with his daughters, only to discover that he is swimming in the remains of corpses that are being dumped up stream. But I think the one that got me the most was when Hoss meets with Topf and Son. To recap, Hoss sits down with these two engineers, and together they pore over blueprints for a new crematorium. They talk numbers. The engineers are clearly proud of their device — it manages to cool one chamber so that it can be cleaned out (of human remains) as the other one heats up (to burn more bodies) in an alternating clockwise system. Efficiency is the name of the game; it never occurs to anyone in the room to question whether being efficient at killing people is a good thing.

I think that scene hit me so hard because, deprived of context, I've been in those kinds of meetings before. "Well we got to make the ads more efficient!"

—

In my opinion, this movie is almost entirely dependent on the audio track. The Zone of Interest makes the conscious decision to never actually show the inner workings of the camps. I can speculate why — I don't think it's possible to visually capture that magnitude of evil, at least not in a way that will feel real to a modern audience. In some ways, the film has to rely on audio instead. But this is not a weakness of the film. Rather, it makes the movie what it is. The juxtaposition of happy visuals against audio of executions neatly creates the tension that The Zone of Interest is going for. Even though it's a technique that's used throughout the film, it doesn't get old. Not surprising that the movie won an Oscar for the audio.

And that brings me back to the beginning — the cacophony of sound that serves as the audience's introduction to the movie. The Zone of Interest is about dissecting the banality of evil through deep examination of one of its most ardent students. But it's also about creating an environment in which the audience might experience a bit of what it's like to be Rudolph. The musical score at the beginning is uncomfortable and weird and wrong. It's also easy to forget, and drown out, especially when it is continuously happening. Evil is easy to ignore.




Time’s Arrow (spirals)

The concept of time[1] is a funny thing.  It’s foundational to our model of the world, so it’s precise details must have huge implications for thought and behavior, but I haven’t heard it discussed very often.  This might be because most people assume that everyone’s conception of time is more or less the same, since it’s such an important and easily verifiable part of someone’s world model.  And while I think that’s broadly true, there’s a narrow way in which I’d argue that it isn’t, which I think is consequential.

There are two main components to the experience of time.  The first is the linear element.  One thing happens, then the next, then the next, on and on, never to return whence it came.  This aspect of the experience comes up when people age, when finite resources are consumed, when objects are made or destroyed.  It deals with change, and is defined by irreversible processes_._

The second is the cyclical element.  Something happens.  Then it happens again.  And again (and again[2]).  The earth circles the sun, the seasons pass and return, you wake up, grow tired, and sleep.  The vast majority of human life, and in fact all life, is made up of repetitive actions.  Every step and breath you take, every meal you eat, the words you choose, the way you pull on your clothes, the motions and mental processes used to drive a car, are rehearsed and repeated thousands of times over.  There is a first and a last occurrence for everything, but most events are routine, most actions rehearsed dozens of times over at least.  The cyclical deals with consistency, and is defined by repetitive processes.

While both elements are ubiquitous, it's possible for one to be more emphasized than the other.   I, personally, lean very heavily towards a linear view. The modern world is basically unprecedented, and I think it’s very likely that the world as we know it will end, sooner than later, and that the exact way in which it does is more important than anything else in human history.  And speaking from that viewpoint, there’s a definite temptation to see the cyclical view as concerned primarily with the past, while the linear looks forwards.  In reality, I think they both concern themselves primarily with the future.  The main distinction is between the types of events they deal with.  The cyclical view deals with what might be considered normal circumstances.  If you’ve encountered something several times before, then however important it is, you’re most likely using a cyclical approach, matching it to similar events you’ve encountered before and more or less copy-pasting a successful approach from the past into the current issues.  The linear is focused more on uniquities.  When in that frame, you’ll be more likely to operate from first principles, substituting analysis for experience insomuch as possible.

On the whole, I think the modern world is pretty great, including the mindset that goes with it.  The problems and risks it creates are huge, to be sure, but the opportunities that come with them are worth it.  However, that the overemphasis on singular and special events as opposed to maintenance and incremental motion through what might be considered ordinary time seems like a contributing factor in mismanagement of long term resources, and I think we could resolve that issue without losing much of what makes the rest of the system work.  So how could we shift focus?

The linear, I think, is inevitably the central feature on the level of the individual, because of aging.  This irreversible degeneration of self makes any single human life a distinctly linear endeavor, progressing swiftly towards a fixed end.  As far as worldview goes, however, it seems more variable.  For most of history, I suspect the cyclical view held more precedence here.  True, most cultures across the world have always had creation myths, and many believed in something like an end time, but beyond that, things would have seemed, from the viewpoint of a single human life, fairly fixed.  People died, but were replaced by their children, who were replaced by theirs in turn, and those children and grandchildren would lead lives and inhabit environments similar, though not identical, to that which came before.  Nations would likewise rise and fall, but seem broadly similar in many cases to the ones that preceded them.

In the modern world, this is emphatically not the case.  The runaway acceleration of social and technological processes that has characterized the last five centuries have led, especially in the last century, to people whose lives are nothing like that of their parents, whose lives were nothing like their parents, on back for several generations.  This common experience has led to a radical shift, in the scientific and cultural consensus, towards linearity.

And to be fair, that shift isn’t all bad.  Attempts at improving the world, not just by resolving a crisis or addressing some perceived degeneracy, but by attempting to alter the status quo, are challenging when working with a  cyclical paradigm.  A strictly linear model enables the one who has it, to a large extent, to break free of the past.  In a worldview where the present and future are thoroughly divorced from the past, lack of precedent becomes immensely less relevant in determining what is likely to be possible.

In addition to discounting the past, a linear perspective also encourages a sense of destiny.  If history is a series of irreversible changes, it becomes tempting to see the path it took as inevitable, with the world as on a track leading inexorably towards utopia/rapture/singularity/extinction.  This is important: if the world is inevitably going to end, then the value of conservation, and all other forms of investment in the future, become very limited.  And that has some decidedly non-academic implications about how one ought to behave, both as a person and as a society.  If you think that the world can go on and on, it then behooves you both to invest heavily in the future, and to prioritize ensuring its long-term stability and integrity, minimizing the risk that everything could fall apart.

To be clear, it could well be the case that we_are_ near the end, or an end, in which case sprinting for the finish line might be an absolutely appropriate course of action.  But while global civilization has never, as far as we know, had a finals week or a busy season before, people encounter crunch times regularly, and I think some lessons can transfer.  In particular, something I think most of us learned sometime in high school or college is that completely neglecting food, sleep, and other basic maintenance during a crisis is a recipe for falling asleep at school, or stumbling over your words throughout the presentation your boss asked for, or otherwise tripping at the finish line.  We absolutely can and should respond decisively and urgently to the threats posed by artificial intelligence, climate change, nuclear devices, and whatever else might emerge.[3]

If a linear, grand-event oriented view of time and history is helpful to that, then for those purposes, I say more power to it.  But continuing the high-school student metaphor, human civilization honestly seems like the kind of guy who doesn’t do a great job feeding or maintaining himself to begin with.  And the focus on a grand arc of history does seem to draw attention away from the endless, repeating litany of chores that need doing.  I sympathize with the impulse towards framing life as an epic.  I sometimes feel like the modern world contains some conspiracy whose goal is to suck the grandeur and mythic significance from everything,[4]  and honestly, an essay about focusing less on technological singularity and more on social institutions and road repair seems more like something those people would write than something I would.  But even though building roads makes a much better story than fixing them, the repair is arguably more important.  And since we do need to repair the roads, brush our teeth, and what-have you, I don’t think we ought to see the chores as tedium filling the space between plot-relevant events.  Instead, conceive of them as links in an unending, spiraling chain of duty and tradition stretching back into prehistory and beyond.  It’s more accurate, in my opinion, and more compelling to boot.


Notes


[1]

As opposed to the actuality of time, which we won’t be getting into today.



[2]

And again (and again)



[3]

And as a side note, I do find it a bit worrisome how little I hear about nuclear concerns these days.  AI is certainly a more exciting way for a species to commit suicide, but we’ll be approximately as dead either way, and geopolitical tensions seem to be having a moment.



[4]

Just a feeling.  I’m confident that isn’t literally the case, although it would, ironically, make a pretty great story.






Toby: A review of my entry to the ACX “Everything-Except-a-Book Review Contest 2025”

Spoiler alert: this entire review is one giant spoiler.  If you ever plan on reading it, you probably shouldn’t read this review of it.

1

This review is a review of itself.  It will be useful to give it a name.  Indulging in a little anthropomorphism, let’s call it Toby.  The task of writing an auto-review poses certain challenges to its author.  A review is fundamentally an evaluative document and, typically, the author of a review has some independent material to work with.  The review is then free to evaluate the degree to which that material fulfills its purposes, the degree to which it displays literary merit, and so on.  In this case, however, I have no independent material to evaluate.  My task in writing Toby is to construct an evaluation of Toby, to build an argument that critiques itself.

Considering the constraints posed by the nature of the project itself, Toby does display some strengths.  Its reflections on irony are particularly apt and well-done (see section five).  But it also has significant deficiencies.  Its problems are of five kinds.  First, and least severe, is the fact that it does not adequately represent the content of the document of which it is a review, viz., itself.  An argument to that effect is presented in section two.  The second and third problems (reported in sections three and four) are different than the first but closely related to each other.  The entire review is an exercise in self-reference.  That something can refer to itself is a deep and important fact and the phenomenon of self-reference has been used to derive some of the most significant results in, e.g., mathematics.  But this review does not use it in deep and important ways, nor even creative ones.  It uses self-reference as a cheap trick.  A gimmick.  I appeal to self-reference to show off how clever I am, but not for any deeper purposes.  That’s the second problem.  The third problem, connected to the last, is that self-reference is characteristic of postmodernism in literature, a movement that has, at least in this reviewer’s opinion, run its course.  Something was needed to free literature from the grip of realism, and postmodernism answered the call.  But it answered the call decades ago. Once upon a time an auto-review would have been refreshing.  Now it’s just boring.

The fourth problem (discussed in section five) is not so much a deficiency in what the review says, but in what it doesn’t say.  Grant that self-reference is tired and played out, and even that it is not used well in this case.  Nevertheless, this review could have done something interesting, something worthwhile.  But it doesn’t.  It criticizes itself for being unimportant and boring (albeit with debatable sincerity) and for not even using the opportunity to make some other point.  But that’s all.  Even tired and played out literary movements can be employed for important non-literary purposes, but Toby doesn’t even try.  It’s navel-gazing of the worst kind.

The final problem is that it fails qua review: it does not, indeed, cannot, fulfill the fundamental function of a review.  Details about this problem will have to wait for section seven.

2

My first complaint is that Toby does not accurately represent its own content.  Consider this: Toby is a review of a piece of writing.  One of the things that we want from a review of a piece of writing is for it to tell us what the subject of the review says.  Not, that is, to say it itself, but to say that the subject says it.  For example, a review of Moby Dick should not say that a whale bit off Ahab’s leg,[1] but it should say that Moby Dick says that a whale bit off Ahab’s leg.

And here is Toby’s problem.  Whatever Toby says, it does not say that it says those things.  For example, consider this sentence: Toby is a review of itself (call this “the reflexive sentence”).  Now, notice that Toby does not say that Toby contains the reflexive sentence.   Toby is like a review of Moby Dick that simply contains the text of Moby Dick but does not say that Moby Dick contains that text.

It might seem like this is unavoidable, since the levels of self-reference ramify in something like the way of a funhouse mirror.  Consider that if Toby said that it contained the reflexive sentence the same problem would recur: Toby would say that Toby says that Toby is a review of itself, but Toby would not say that Toby says that Toby says that Toby is a review of itself.  And so on.  No number of iterations of the ‘Toby says that’ operator will get us out of this problem.

That said, there is a way out.  If Toby said: for all things that Toby says, Toby says that Toby says that, then the problem would disappear.  A simple application of a universal quantifier would allow Toby to instantly express all the infinitely-many levels of reflexivity that otherwise prevent it from accurately characterizing what it says.  But one of things that is particularly frustrating about Toby is that it does not make use of this technique.  Indeed, it says in this very paragraph that such a technique is available and still declines to use it.

All that said, I think that this is Toby’s least serious problem.  A good review would characterize the content of its subject, which Toby fails to do.  But this is a problem that readers can deal with.  The analogy with a review of Moby Dick that simply reprints the text of Moby Dick fails because such a review would not tell readers that that is what it is doing.  But Toby does (read the first sentence of section one again).[2]  A review of a piece of writing should accurately report that its subject says what it does, and Toby fails in this.  It is, in that respect, deficient.  But I trust that readers will not be misled by this.

3

The name of the game in this review is self-reference.  And self-reference is, indeed, powerful, important, and the source of some of our greatest insights.  Consider, for example, Gödel’s celebrated incompleteness proofs.  Gödel found a way (through Gödel numbering) to encode the statements of a mathematical theory in mathematical terms, such that the theory could be used to derive results about itself.  In effect, he demonstrated that, for sufficiently strong mathematical meta-languages, those meta-languages can be pulled into their object languages.  And this allows for the construction of a statement in the object language that says, in the meta-language, “this statement is not provable.”

It’s hard to overstate how deep this result is.  Provability is a syntactic notion.  It has to do only with which symbols, in which orders, can be set next to each other according to the rules of a formal system.  Truth is a semantic notion.  It has to do with the correspondence between linguistic objects and the (typically) non-linguistic world.  Now, mathematical truth has long struck people as suspect, and consequently there was long hope that truth in mathematics was nothing more than provability.  That syntax and semantics would collapse.  What Gödel proved is that this hope was ill-founded.  Syntax and semantics are categorically different things.  Gödel was a Platonist about mathematics, and while his Platonism predated his discovery of the incompleteness theorems, they must surely have bolstered his faith.

Consider also the halting problem.  It has been shown[3] that there is not, in general, a method for determining whether a particular computer program will eventually halt, or whether it will continue running forever.  The problem is that, for any algorithm that tests whether a program eventually halts, there could be a program that loops forever on the condition that that algorithm says that it halts.  There are strict and rigorous ways to show this, but for our purposes it suffices to consider an intuitive illustration.  Let F(x)=1 if x halts and 0 if it does not, where F(x) takes programs as arguments.  A program, G, can then be constructed, which is defined in terms of the output of F(G).  In particular, G loops if F(G)=1,  and it halts otherwise.  Thus, F(x) is unable to determine whether G halts.  Notice that in this illustration part of the specification of G involves reference to G itself.

The incompleteness theorems and the halting problem represent deep and significant uses of self-reference.  Toby does not.  It’s a trick.  Just an excuse to be clever.  It gives me the opportunity to pan my own entry into the “anything except a book” review contest, which, to those with a certain kind of mind (e.g., me) is kind of amusing.  But it uses something that matters as much as something that is purely intellectual can matter, for trivial ends.  For mere amusement.  Consider an analogy.  Kurt Vonnegut once said that all music is holy.  And, while anyone who lived through Nu-Metal knows that that is an exaggeration, I am comfortable in saying that, in some admittedly metaphorical but still rather serious sense, Pachelbel’s Cannon in D is holy.[4]  But now imagine using Cannon in D for trivial purposes.  Imagine that someone used it as the soundtrack to a Doritos commercial.  Using something holy to shill junk food.  That’s akin to what is going on here.

In my defense, every text has an intended audience and is written for that audience.  And so, to some extent, grading on a curve is necessary.  When evaluating a piece of writing, you need to ask who it was written for.[5]  This review was written for an “anything except a book” review contest on a rationalist blog and written for the kind of people who read “anything except a book” review contest entries on rationalist blogs (i.e., you).  And self-referential essays are catnip to people like you.  In fact, I would not be surprised if there were multiple reviews that are reviews of themselves entered in this contest.  So, perhaps a certain amount of charity is warranted here.  It may be a bad review, but at least it answers to the interests of its intended audience.  On the other hand, since readers of rationalist blogs are, on average, more tolerant of too-cute-by-half self-referential essays than they really deserve, and since you are a reader of a rationalist blog, however bad you think Toby is, it is probably worse than that.
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Ernest Hemmingway cast a long shadow.  Each literary generation needs to find some way to distinguish itself from its predecessors.  ‘Postmodernism’ is a fraught word, but for our purposes it will do to think of it as referring to a literary tradition whose texts are aware of themselves as texts.[6]  It was this maneuver that allowed literary authors to stake out a new identity despite growing up in the shadow of Hemmingway.  Nabokov made an early movement in this direction with Pale Fire.  When Vonnegut made himself (qua author!) one of the characters in Breakfast of Champions he perhaps reached the apex of text-aware-of-itself-as-text.[7]

Thereafter, postmodernism looped back in on itself.  Consider the Eschaton section of Infinite Jest.  (Obviously, Infinite Jest spoilers follow.)  Infinite Jest is a manifestly postmodern novel (Scott has called it “the most postmodern novel”), and the Eschaton section is about postmodernism itself.  Eschaton is a game that is supposed to mimic the balance of strategic nuclear power, and, as luck would have it, the conduct of a nuclear war.  The players each represent nuclear armed nations and occupy positions on a tennis court that corresponds to the relative positions of their respective nations.  Thus, for example, the player representing the USSR stands to the east of the player representing the USA.  Each player is equipped with tennis balls, each of which represents a strategic nuclear weapon.  To conduct a nuclear strike, they are to launch a ball at another player’s territory.  Things go awry when it starts snowing.  The character Penn argues that the snow has changed the environmental conditions and so should affect things like fallout patterns, even though there is no rule in the game connecting real environmental conditions to those in the game.  DFW is not shy about bringing out the meta-narrative significance of this fact: “’It’s snowing on the goddamn map, not the territory, you dick!’ Pemulis yells at Penn, whose lower lip is out and quivering.”  Which is a little bit on-the-nose, admitting-that-you-are-a-postmodern-novel-wise.

There is some dispute between characters over this: “’Except is the territory the real world, quote unquote, though!’ Axford calls across to Pemulis.”  Axford is trying to blur the distinction between the thing represented and the thing doing the representing.  Which is, of course, exactly what Infinite Jest does.  The book is about a video called “Infinite Jest” that is so amusing that if you start watching it, you’ll get sucked into it forever.  The Eschaton section is something like a thesis statement for the book.  Infinite Jest is itself a map/territory confusion, and the Eschaton section tells you how it works.

Toby takes this progression to its logical conclusion.  Even Infinite Jest, although about itself, is also about other things: Québécois separatists, junior tennis academies, microwaving one’s own head.  Toby is not.  It is only about itself; its invocation of other works is not even commentary on those works, the entire purpose of such invocation is to call attention to the literary tradition to which it belongs and to emphasize the degree to which it is only about itself.  If postmodern literature is text that is aware of itself as text, Toby is maximally postmodern.  All it is, is its awareness of itself as text.

If I was writing in the shadow of Hemmingway, this would be original and refreshing.  But I’m not.  Hemmingway is long dead, both in flesh and in spirit.  Instead, I am writing in the shadow of Nabokov, Vonnegut, and DFW.  They are dead in flesh but not in spirit.  And in their shadows, Toby does not stand out.  Far from being original and refreshing, it is derivative and boring.  This is a problem with conceptual art in general.  If another artist had managed to recreate the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, both the original and the copy would be magnificent.  But the second guy who writes “this is not a pipe” on a picture of a pipe isn’t a genius, he’s just a jerk.
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All that would, perhaps, be forgivable if there was some larger point.  As it is a review of a review, Toby could have been used to examine the standards for a good review.  What makes a review good as opposed to bad?  What are the virtues of a review qua review, that distinguish its characteristic mode of excellence from that appropriate to, say, an essay or a work of fiction?  What we are told—that it should not be derivative or trivial—is as true of any other form of writing as they are of a review.  These are not points that you need an auto-review to make.  It doesn’t explore interesting questions about what makes for a good review, except, in a weird way, by exploring it through criticism of this very point.  Now, admittedly, there is one exception to this claim.  Toby does say one thing about what makes a review qua review a good one.  But I am going to exercise some authorial discretion, to build suspense, as it were, and make you wait.  We’ll get to it eventually.

There are, of course, other important things that I could have done with Toby.  But, again, I mostly fail to do them.  Consider the following.  Toby could have been a meditation on irony.  Because, in case it wasn’t clear before: I’ve slathered the irony on here pretty thick.  This could have been a useful, and maybe even insightful, thing to have done.  I could have made points like the following.  The ironist is a coward.  Ironic writing is defensive writing.  It allows the author, when criticism comes in, to say “but I didn’t really mean it!”  I could have illustrated this fact using Toby as an example.  Like, I could have said that perhaps that’s all that’s going on here; perhaps I’ve hidden behind so much irony because I am afraid of criticism from ACX readers.  When they come up with criticism of my piece, I can advert to the wink and nod with which it was written and so disclaim any of the bits that they object to.

But, in any case, there are two reasons that this “meditation on irony” reading will not redeem Toby.  The first is that it isn’t really a meditation on irony.  Toby is more than 5000 words long and it has only a few paragraphs on irony.  “The ironist is a coward” is a good line (I’d like to put it on a t-shirt),[8] but Toby just isn’t mostly about irony.  The other problem is that, because of the many layers of self-reference involved here, it’s not entirely clear just how ironic I am being.  I am criticizing my own writing, of course, but to the extent that those criticisms hold merit, Toby isn’t really that bad.  So, do I mean it or not?  I’ve said that I’m being ironic (“I’ve slathered the irony on here pretty thick”), but the whole thing about ironists is that you can’t trust them.  Moreover, even granting that I’m writing ironically, it’s hard to tell which parts are ironic.  In particular, is the claim that I am writing ironically itself ironic?  It could be that I present the criticisms of Toby straight but make the claim that I am writing ironically with a wink and a nod.  On this reading, the claim that I am writing ironically is the only bit that is written ironically, and so the arguments against Toby are earnest, and so I cannot hide behind the shield of irony when their flaws are exposed (including when I am the one exposing them, since much of what Toby consists in is an exposition of its own flaws).

But, then again, it could be that the claim that I am writing ironically is to be read straight and the criticisms of Toby are meant ironically.  If my criticisms are meant ironically, it would seem to indicate that I actually think that Toby is a pretty good piece of writing and my claims to being an ironist should not be believed.  However, if my claim that I am writing ironically should not be believed, then the criticisms of Toby are in earnest after all.  Now, it could also be that both parts are ironic – that I don’t mean any of it.  But this isn’t really a stable reading.  If both parts are ironic then the criticism isn’t meant seriously, but then neither is the claim to be speaking ironically.  And if that claim isn’t meant seriously, then the criticism can’t be ironic, and must be taken straight.  But then it turns out that I wasn’t being ironic about the criticism.

Finally, maybe this whole discussion takes talk of ‘irony’ too seriously.  I am writing ironically, but perhaps by that I don’t mean “falsely,” maybe I just mean something like “with a smug indifference towards the truth.”  Although this is neither the literal sense of ‘ironic,’ nor the Alanis Morrisette sense, it does seem to be a fair meaning of the word.  Consider, for example, the way in which Richard Rorty talks about values.  He recognizes that all values are contingent and historically conditioned (this is why he is so often accused of being a cultural relativist), but he also realizes that he can’t help but employ the values of his own culture.  There’s no value-neutral perspective that he can step out into.   There is, therefore, always something arch about Rorty’s moral claims.  When he says that cruelty is wrong, it’s not that he’s telling you something that he doesn’t believe, he’s not lying, but he is engaging in a different kind of insincerity.  In using moral vocabulary “ironically” he treats moral claims as a kind of a game; the moves in the game are made in earnest, but it is always understood that they are a part of a game.  Rorty’s subtle ironist contrasts with the rube, who, when he says the cruelty is wrong, means it with every part of his being.  Interpreting Toby as being ironic in the literal sense is fraught with problems (it’s not even clear to me that such a reading is internally consistent), but interpreting it as being ironic in the Rortian sense is not.  It’s a game: I wrote a review that is a review of itself because it is clever, it’s the kind of thing that people who like to think of themselves as subtle and sophisticated (e.g., me) are attracted to,[9] and I made it a negative review because it’s funnier and wittier than writing a review that lauds its own greatness.

The cost of engaging in Rortian irony, however, is that you don’t get the advantages of regular old irony.  Ordinary irony protects you from criticism.  You can always say “I didn’t mean it.”  And while the Rortian ironist can say that too, he can only say it because he doesn’t really mean anything.  And he is criticizable on those grounds.  The regular ironist is sticking their neck out, just not in the direction that you’d think.  The Rortian ironist isn’t.  He’s just playing a game, laughing at the rubes behind his hand.  He’s immune to criticism for what he says but is always criticizable for how he says it.  If Toby is just an exercise in cleverness and wit, and I mean neither the claims that I explicitly make nor their denials, then it’s so much hot air.  It’s bullshit, in the Frankfurtian sense.  It consists of layers upon layers of self-reference, that repeatedly curve back on themselves, to no purpose.  It says nothing, it’s just an excuse for me to show off and wink to those in on the joke.  And that is bullshit, in a sense somewhat less polite than the one that Harry Frankfurt had in mind.[10]
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Second thoughts.  Maybe the criticisms of Toby contained in the previous four sections are unfair.  To begin with, the complaint that self-reference is “holy,” somewhat like the way that Cannon in D is holy, is somewhat strained.  It’s true that very important things can be done with self-reference, but “holy”?  C’mon.  The criticism would be fair if it was merely that what I am doing with self-reference here is less significant than what Gödel did with self-reference, instead of relying on the claim that self-reference is holy, or that it matters in something like the way that holy things do.  But then, “as meaningful as Gödel’s incompleteness theorem” is a high standard for meaningfulness.  No review is going to live up to that, regardless of the use it makes of self-reference.[11]  So, while it’s true that Toby is less meaningful than the incompleteness proofs, it’s not clear that this is a criticism of it.  It can be perfectly worthwhile while being less meaningful than Gödel’s work.

Perhaps more significantly, it’s also not clear to what extent the criticisms of Toby’s employment of postmodern literary devices is on target.  Of course, Toby is about itself.  But quite a lot of it is also, for example, ruminations about what makes a piece of writing meaningful, a summary of Infinite Jest, a warning about the dangers of irony, a claim about the purpose of a review (you’re not there yet, but that part is coming).  That is, there’s a lot of material here that is not obnoxiously recursive, that is, much of it is just ordinary, object-level, this-is-a-review-of-a-written-document stuff.  If Toby was a review of some other review, it may well contain ruminations about what makes a piece of writing meaningful, and so on.  So far so good.  Not all of Toby is obnoxiously recursive.  But this will only take us so far.  The problem is that this paragraph certainly is obnoxiously recursive.  It’s included as an attempt to rebut the charge that Toby is obnoxiously recursive, by pointing out that much of Toby isn’t, but the longer it goes on, the weaker the point that it makes gets, since any attempt to rebut that charge will itself be obnoxiously recursive.  It is, to a degree, a self-refuting argument.  The case that it makes would have been strongest if I had never made it.

Finally, I have second thoughts about the arguments in this section (except for this one).  If the preceding arguments of this section are successful, it follows that they are not.  Toby pans itself.  But the arguments of §6 (except for this one) purport to show that the arguments against Toby are no good.  That is, they purport to show that Toby isn’t so bad, despite what the preceding arguments say.  But since Toby is those arguments, to show that they are no good is to support Toby’s conclusion.  It is to say that Toby is pretty bad after all, despite (because!) the arguments in Toby’s favor are so strong.
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Enough.  Life is short, rather than demand any more of your time, I am going to wrap things up now.  There are some good things about Toby.  It says that it makes only trivial use of self-reference, and, while others may care less about this point, I agree.  And its observation that it is derivative and boring is spot-on.  It gets points, then, for accuracy.  Unfortunately, what it is accurate about are its own flaws.

Moreover, the purpose of a review of a piece of writing is to aid readers in deciding whether to read the piece being reviewed.  It is, in a way, an exercise in triage: readers have only so much time and attention and a review’s function is to help readers decide where to spend their time and to what to direct their attention.  Let me, then, give you my verdict on Toby.  It is a bad review.  It is a bad review for the reasons just mentioned, but also for one more.  The central reason that it is a bad review, the one that shows that it fails qua review, is that it is unable to fulfill this triaging purpose.  It is a bad review and so you should not read it.  The problem is that you just did.


Notes


[1]

In case this isn’t obvious: Ahab never existed, and so no whale ever bit off his leg.  So, a review of Moby Dick should not say in its own voice that Ahab lost a leg to a whale.  But it can (and should) attribute that claim to the novel, since the novel does say that a whale bit off his leg.



[2]

Notice that I can point readers to that first sentence, but I cannot say that Toby says what the first sentence says.  If I do, then the claim, from a few paragraphs back, that Toby does not say that Toby says what it says, becomes false.



[3]

The literature on this topic is complicated and it is not entirely clear to me where credit should be assigned.  At the very least, Turing’s work on undecidability from 1936 deserves mention (although many other peoples’ work does as well).



[4]

I once cut Cannon in D into pieces and spliced it back together over techno beats.  When my father heard it, he said: “you’re going to hell.”



[5]

You also need to ask what purpose it was written for.  Although, in this case, it’s not clear. If I was trying to win this contest, presumably I’d have written a better review.  But it’s also not clear that I care about winning the contest.  If, somehow, I do win, I’m not going to keep the prize money.  I’ll just donate it to GiveWell’s top charities.  (On second thought, it’s better if Scott donates it for me.  I don’t itemize my taxes, but I bet he does, so he can get a tax deduction for the donation.  So, I’ll ask him to donate the prize money, plus the amount of the deduction he’d get for the donation, plus the amount of the deduction he’d get for donating the money he saved through the tax deduction, and so on, until we’re within pocket change of whatever the limit of this function is.)



[6]

This definition is only very approximate.  The framing that Tolkien uses in The Lord of the Rings is that he is merely translating an ancient manuscript (this comes out most clearly in the appendices).  So, The Lord of the Rings is a text that is aware of itself as a text, but it is no one’s idea of a postmodern novel.



[7]

This isn’t the only place that he uses this trick, but I like it better than his more widely read uses of it.



[8]

2XL, black text on light grey or white background.  Shipping address upon request.



[9]

If I was writing about anyone other than myself here, I would be more polite.



[10]

As always: since this is a criticism that I wrote about myself, one must ask how earnest it could possibly be.  If I was serious, presumably I wouldn’t have written the thing that I am criticizing.  But, if it is not meant in earnest, then this criticism itself is exactly the kind of Rortian irony that it criticizes.



[11]

Chomsky’s review of Skinner might be the most significant review of all time, and while dedicated partisans of mentalistic psychology might say that it compares favorably, in terms of meaningfulness, to Gödel’s incompleteness theorem, I’m not persuaded.






Toki Pona - The Language of Good

Scott Alexander: Alice, hello!

Alice: toki! I am jan Alise. I have found simplicity. I have found goodness. I speak Toki Pona now.

Scott: Excuse me, I meant to ask you to participate in a dialogue on my blog. You and Bob are to discuss the inherent complexity of drug reviews. You conclude that there are no simple good solutions, only trade-offs.

jan Alise: There is always simplicity and goodness. That is the essence of Toki Pona.

Scott: Alright, what is Toki Pona?

jan Alise: Toki Pona is the language of good. It has 120 words.

Scott: I'm good with languages, Alice, but even I can't describe drug reviews using 120 words.

jan Alise: The Oxford English Dictionary lists about 170,000 words. Your typical blog post uses about 1200 of them [1]. That's less than 1%! Surely, this is no where near the lower limit. Surely, it is your skill in arranging the words that makes your texts great, not the size of your vocabulary.

Scott: Well... how would you explain drug reviews to me in 120 words?

jan Alise: Step by step. Idea by idea. The first step is to understand. We have a saying: “sina ken ala toki pona e ijo la, sina sona ala e ijo” – if you can not say simply a thing, you understand not the thing.

[image: ]

sina ken ala toki pona e ijo la, sina sona ala e ijo – by a member of the Toki Pona community who shall remain anonymous for the duration of the contest. The text is written in the “sitelen suwi” decorative writing system, using a custom glyph for the second “ijo”.

Scott: This sounds like Yoda.

jan Alise: Well, we put adjectives behind nouns. The grammar is different from English, but simple and regular. Would you like an introduction?

lazy Scott: No, thank you! I’ll turn this into an interactive blog post and skip forward seven paragraphs.

curious Scott: Yes, please! I’m always keen to learn more about languages. How does that sentence work?

Toki Pona Grammar in a Nutshell

jan Alise: Sentences have the form <subject> li <verb> e <object>. For example, “sina toki e ijo” means you describe a thing. The particle li is omitted if the subject is mi or sina – I or you.

Modifiers go behind the thing that they modify. Examples are “sina pona li toki e ijo” – the friendly you describes a thing (note the li, since the subject is no longer simply “sina”). “sina toki pona e ijo” – you describe a thing well. “sina toki e ijo pona” – you describe a good thing.

Almost all words in the language can take any function. “pona” as a noun means goodness or simplicity. As an adjective, it can mean good, positive, simple, friendly… and as an adverb, it means well or simply. As a verb, it means to improve or to simplify. This is why the particles li and e are important – they make it clear where the subject end and the verb starts, and whether there is an object.

Pre-verbs add nuance to a verb. In the proverb, there is the preverb “ken”, meaning to be able to. It is modified using “ala”, which means not: “sina ken ala toki pona e ijo” – you cannot explain a thing simply.

The proverb features one more particle, “la”. It is a context marker. Everything before the “la” is context for what comes afterwards. In this case, the result is an if-then sentence: “sina ken ala toki pona e ijo la” – if you cannot explain a thing simply, then… “sina sona ala e ijo” – you do not know the thing.

“la” is the only form of sentence-level recursion in Toki Pona. Like the Pirahã Language, Toki Pona has very short sentences. More complex thoughts have to be split. For example: Alice says that you know the thing becomes two sentences: “jan Alise li toki e ni: sina sona e ijo” – Alice says this: you know the thing.

jan Alise: That’s all the grammar you need to understand all I’ll be saying in Toki Pona. I’ll still give you English translations, but I’ll use more natural English now, no more Yoda-style sentences with Toki Pona word order!


	* *



Scott: So in this sentence, “toki pona” means to explain in simple terms?

jan Alise: It means that. And also "the good language". And also "the simple language". And also "clear communication". And...

Scott: Wait! You preach simplicity, but deliver ambiguity. How would anyone understand what you are saying?

jan Alise: Each word in Toki Pona represents a concept. Its semantic space can be quite large, but it encapsulates one idea. "pona" means good, simple, pleasant, beautiful... if something evokes positive feelings, it is pona.

Scott: A hedonistic language, eh? I still don't see how imprecision is useful.

jan Alise: Think of it as an art. For example, when someone says “make America great again”, the word “great” is deliberately ambiguous. It means a different thing to each person. English obscures this ambiguity, but Toki Pona makes it plain and clear.

Scott: What if I want precision?

jan Alise: You can be as precise as the context requires. “sina pona” means you are good. And beautiful. And kind. You can add more modifiers to narrow down the meaning. “sina pona insa” means you are good in an inside way. As in, you have a good heart. “sina pona tan ni: sina pana e pona tawa jan mute pi mani ala” means you are good because you give help to many people with no money. You are an altruist.

Scott: It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a language in possession of few words, must be in want of extremely long explanations. Why prefer a page of explanations when the two words effective altruist suffice in English?

jan Alise: Have you not written thousands of words to explain what effective altruist truly means?

Scott: Touché. But I am not letting you off the hook so easily. Surely having only 120 words makes explanations less precise?

jan Alise: Consider P(A|B) = [P(A)*P(B|A)]/P(B) – ultimate precision with minimal words.

Scott: You are cheating. This only works because people have a shared understanding of P, A, and B.

jan Alise: Okay. If language is the shared foundation on which we construct explanations, then what makes a good language? Maybe a perfect shared understanding of 120 words is better than fragmented knowledge about some subset of 170,000 words?

Scott: Do people have such a perfect understanding? Who defines what a word means?

jan Alise: That’s a good question. I believe words are well-defined in practice because they represent universal concepts. Take something like “luka”, which is usually translated as hand or arm. Everyone knows what that is. At the same time, we can combine “luka” with other words in a way that feels quite natural: A fish hand is probably a fin. A tree hand is probably a branch. “luka” as a verb usually means to touch or hold, because that’s what hands do. Because there are so few words in the language, “luka” can fill the entire space of hand-related concepts without conflicting with another word.

As for who defines the meaning… Sonja introduced most words when she created the language back in 2001. Since then, a few words have seen changes in their use, and a handful of new words have become accepted in the community. By and large, the language is stable because it focuses on these universal human experiences.

Scott: So... how would you explain drug reviews with 120 words? The challenges faced by the FDA aren’t exactly universal human experiences.

jan Alise: Let me try to break down the core idea: “wile tu li lon” – two needs exist. “wile nanpa wan li ni: pona o kama” – need #1 is this: goodness shall happen. “wile nanpa tu li ni: ike o kama ala a” – need #2 is this: badness shall absolutely not happen!

Scott: Alice, I want to write about drug reviews. You have a point, but it’s absurdly generic. This applies just as well to AI accelerationism vs AI safety. Or to the YIMBY/NIMBY debate.

jan Alise: NEW BLOG POST: Toki Pona speaker discovers hidden connection behind world's most pressing problems!

Scott: This all sounds too simplistic to me. And boring. Who would read a blog post about the FDA if there aren’t any puns?

jan Alise: We have them too. Consider this one: The table broke. How terrible!

Scott: ...

jan Alise: supa li pakala. IKE A!

Scott: Alice, you are cherry-picking! With 120 words, there are 14400 two-word combinations. Let's say one in a thousand are funny, that leaves you with just a dozen puns, barely enough for a single blog post. I'm telling you, this language is too limiting.

jan Alise: Consider the bright side. You have seen 31/120 words by now. That's about 25% of the vocabulary. In relative terms, you know Toki Pona better than an educated English speaker knows English. [2]

Scott: I hope you aren't going to shoehorn all 120 words into this everything-except-drug review! That would be depressing.

jan Alise: Haha no! But speaking of depression, did you know that Toki Pona started when someone named Sonja Lang went through a depression and decided to create a new language to sort her thoughts?

Scott: I've never heard of language therapy before. Except maybe in 1984, and that didn't go so well.

jan Alise: Toki Pona is much closer to cognitive therapy than it is to Newspeak. You know how cognitive therapy teaches to recognize one's thoughts as that – just thoughts? In Toki Pona, there is no single word for thought, so it pushes speakers to think about what the “thought” really means.

Scott: And that helps?

jan Alise: For example, you could use “toki insa”, inside talk, to describe it. Maybe this makes you more receptive to the idea that thoughts are just talk, and could be true or false or in-between.

Scott: I see... but if “toki insa” is the compound expression for thought, you have merely substituted one expression for another. It will become automatic, and people will forget the original meaning. Just like nobody realizes that “happen” and “happy” are related [3].

jan Alise: You are right. This is why the Toki Pona community tries to avoid fixed compound expressions – what we call lexicalization. How about “pilin sona”, the feeling of knowledge, for thought? That might be more fitting for the process of recalling a memory. Or “pali lawa”, work of the head, for concentrated thoughts. “musi insa” is inside play. Wouldn't that describe creative thoughts? There are so many possibilities.

Scott: In therapy, we usually try to help the patient, not confuse them further with many possibilities.

jan Alise: Sorry, I did not want the examples to feel overwhelming. I meant that using Toki Pona encourages you to think of these options, and in doing so, define more precisely what your thoughts really are. When someone is ruminating or has automatic thoughts, these are often detached from reality. Expressing them with the limited Toki Pona vocabulary connects the thoughts with the universal experiences that the words are about.

Scott: That sounds like the linguistic relativity theories that started with Sapir and Whorf. Aren’t these heavily debated?

jan Alise: They sure are. I am not arguing for any strong form of linguistic relativity, which claims that language determines your thoughts. But subjectively, I’ve experienced how thoughts become clearer and closer to my basic needs, when I express them with Toki Pona.

Scott: This is cool. Yet, being a psychiatrist, I have learned that people have complex, interlocked problems. One does not simply reduce a human’s psyche to language alone. For example, there is much more to gender dysphoria than using the right pronouns.

jan Alise: And yet, an inclusive language with just a single pronoun might be a breath of fresh air.

Scott: And so all the genderqueer people flock to Toki Pona?

jan Alise: I admit they are strongly represented in the community. The community is very diverse and international though. People meet online, make music, write books, have meetups.

Scott: You are telling me people actually speak Toki Pona?

jan Alise: It's one of the most successful constructed languages. More popular than Klingon by far. Second to Esperanto. There are some tens of thousands of speakers. Not much, but if you think of speakers per word...

Scott: Relatively speaking, I am less skeptical than before. But in absolute terms my skepticism is still high. Why would people do this?

jan Alise: For most, it's a fun little project. But the language enables genuinely new things. For example, learning to read Chinese is out of reach for most people, but if there are just 120 words, you can pick up a logographic writing system effortlessly as part of learning the language.

[image: ]

A postcard written in Sitelen Pona, a logographic system where each symbol is one word. The first line reads “sike ni la, mi kama sona e toki pona” – this year, I came to know Toki Pona.

Scott: There is a logographic writing system?

jan Alise. Yes. It is called Sitelen Pona, good writing. And there is an active sign language community, too. It's all made possible by the small vocabulary. 120 words seems like a sweet spot, just like early computers used 120-ish ASCII codes to do everything they did.

Scott: That might be coincidental. Although, maybe we should explore the use of Toki Pona for AI? As a reasoning language, it would produce a smaller vocabulary and probably better embeddings... but NO! Toki Pona could become a kind of Neuralese. We must avoid this at all costs!

jan Alise: You seem to know a lot more about AI than I do. As someone who is not an expert, I just find it interesting that AIs recently started to understand and produce Toki Pona [4]. But making AI good might be out of reach even for Toki Pona.

Scott: There could be new insights about learning efficiency. We should explore Toki Pona tasks for LLM benchmarking. I'll set aside an ACX grant for this. Alice, your language might yet be of use. Imagine the interpretability research made possible when we search activation patterns for each of the 120 words! Imagine humanity's last unscraped secrets, kept in logographic writing on someone's paper notebook. This could be our last chance ... or ... actually ... Alice, have you ever heard of someone enumerating Toki Pona word combinations to find names of God?

jan Alise: What a silly project [5]! You make no sense, Scott. Toki Pona is less serious than that. Take kijetesantakalu, for example.

Scott: ki-what? If that's a name of God, it must have been hard to find.

jan Alise: It's a word for racoons and related animals. jan Sonja introduced it in 2009 on April 1st. The word was meant to be temporary, but people loved it and kept using it. It has become a bit of a mascot.

Scott: You're telling me this language of supposed ultimate simplicity has... whimsical, arbitrary elements?

jan Alise: It does. Which might well mean that it is completely unlike drug reviews, after all.

Scott: I’m not so sure ;-) Let’s meet again for another post to discuss this. In the meantime, stay pona!

—


Notes


[1]

Njal's Saga has 1200 unique words, give or take, depending on the amount of normalization: from "a" (used 116 times) to "your" (used 25 times).



[2]

The words that jan Alice used, in order of appearance in the text:

toki: to talk, to explain, communication, language

jan: person, human being. jan Alise is Alice, lit: the Alice-y person

pona: good, simple

sina: you, your

ken: can, to be able to, to be possible

ala: not (negates the word before it)

e: object marker (separates the verb and the object in a sentence)

ijo: thing

la: context marker (the part before “la” is context for what follows)

sona: to know, to understand

The grammar outline introduces three new words:

li: verb marker (separates the subject and the verb in a sentence)

mi: I, my

ni: this (points to something else)

Alice’s discussion with Scott continues:

insa: inside, inner

tan: because of, origin

pana: to give, to put

tawa: towards, to

mute: many, any number more than two

pi: a particle that groups modifiers. “jan toki pona” means (jan toki) pona – the good speaker. “jan pi toki pona” means jan (toki pona) – the person of a good language.

mani: money, livestock

luka: hand, arm; the number five

wile: want, need

tu: to separate; the number two

nanpa: number. Starts an enumeration: the first, the second, …

wan: a part, a whole; the number one

o: vocative marker (introduces a wish or order)

kama: to come, to arise, to appear

ike: bad, complex

a: ah, exclamation (emphasizes the word before it)

supa: a surface, a table

pakala: to break, to harm

In the rest of the text, she uses a few more:

pilin: to feel, feeling, the heart

pali: to work, to create

lawa: the head, to lead

musi: play, art



[3]

Both “happen” and “happy” derive from medieval hap: chance, a person's luck, fortune, or fate.



[4]

For jan Alise’s n=1 experiment, she gave the same task to a number of LLMs, keeping the API calls as similar as possible. The prompt asked for a packing list for a two-day hike, in Markdown format with checkboxes:


Mi en jan pona li wile tawa nena. tenpo pimeja la, mi wile lape lon poka nena. tenpo suno kama la, mi wile tawa sewi nena.

mi sona e ni : suno li lon. telo sewi li lon ala. tenpo pimeja la, kon li ken lete lili.

mi o jo e ijo seme lon poki monsi? o sitelen e ijo ni kepeken nasin Markdown. ijo ale la, mi jo e ona la, mi luka e ijo. ni la, sitelen leko li kama sitelen pini.



Results based on her subjective rating:

GPT 4.1: Understanding 0/2, writing 1/3 = 1/5

o4 Mini High: Understanding 0/2, writing 1/3 = 1/5

Grok 3 Beta: Understanding 0/2, writing 1/3 = 1/5

DeepSeek V3 0324: Understanding 1/2, writing 1/3 = 2/5

OpenAI o3: Understanding 2/2, writing 2/3 = 4/5

Claude 3.7 Sonnet (thinking): Understanding 2/2, writing 3/3 = 5/5

Gemini 2.5 pro experimental: Understanding 2/2, writing 3/3 = 5/5



[5]

Toki Pona being a minimal language, it has fewer sounds than English. Toki Pona speakers replace complex sounds like “sc” or “x” with simpler alternatives. A name like Scott Alexander might become jan Sotalesante in Toki Pona [6].

Names of God would presumably include parts that are tokiponized, such as "sewi Jupite". Due to the limited size of the Toki Pona alphabet, this reduces the search space, but probably not as much as Scott has hoped. Toki Pona uses the letters a, e, i, j, k, l, m, n, o, p, s, t, u, and w. The phonotactic rules require that each syllable starts with one of these, contains a vowel, and may optionally end in -n. The syllables "wu", "wo", "ji", and "ti" are excluded for being hard to distinguish. So any tokiponized name of God would be formed of a combination of the 92 legal syllables.



[6]

This might solve an important problem, if someone could just pitch Toki Pona to the New York Times.






Two Years of Parenthood: A Review

Part I: The Birth

Nobody told me that newborns are purple.

I read a few books about babies while my wife was pregnant. Okay, it was really just half a book. Plus half a book's worth of blog posts. But in not a single one of those pages or posts did I come across the following sentence: "Newborns can be purple; this is normal—don't freak out." I didn't freak out, exactly. But I suspect that the smile I gave my wife after looking at the violet screaming mass, which seemed impossibly large to have come from her body—which, indeed, the midwife seemed to have just lifted from a secret compartment hidden under the birthing bed, was not totally devoid of the slightest hint of a freak out.

My wife seemed to be thinking along similar lines. "She's purple!" she exclaimed. These were her first words following her awe-inspiring ordeal. The first post-birth words our baby ever heard.

There were a lot of people in the room. I found it very hard to keep track of who was supposed to be doing what. But in response to my wife's remark, a guy with a ponytail, standing next to some chest-high machine covered in buttons, leaned in, nodded and made the OK sign. This was all the reassurance we needed.

Guided by gestures, I soon found myself escorted to a different room. The purple baby was being inspected. "Ten fingers," said a woman in scrubs, "and, let's see..." I held my breath. "Ten toes!" Thank God.

The purple baby was wrapped in a tiny white bathrobe (adorable!), and I was told to sit in a chair. At that point the wriggling package was deposited in my anxious arms.

I suspect this is a powerful experience for everyone. But it had an extra significance for me. It wasn’t only my first time holding my own baby. As far as I could recall, it was my first time holding any baby ever. Out of all my siblings, I was the first to have a child. Out of all my close friends, I was the first to have a child. Out of all my cousins and second cousins, etc. etc. Indeed, barring a select few long-haul flights, I could not remember being in the company of any baby for any significant length of time.

And I had just turned thirty-three years old.

I suppose this is what people talk about when they talk about the fertility crisis. Perhaps I’m an outlier, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that my experience (or lack thereof) signaled some historical inflection point, passed largely without comment, carrying us toward an empty future.

I could hear my wife conversing with a doctor in the adjoining room. There were beeps and hums and scrub-clad figures walking to and fro. But my world shrank to the size of two thin black slits staring up at me from an impassive face.

"Welcome to earth, baby girl," I said, fighting a quaver in my voice. "We will love you, always."

And then the small purple face began to cry.

Excursus 1: On Scrotum Ropes and Other Compensatory Mechanisms

Before moving on, I must dwell briefly on one other point. The point in question being a person, namely: my wife.

My understanding is that for most of history men were not present at delivery. Not permitted in the room, even. In America, it wasn’t until the 1970s that a majority of fathers began attending births.

Having experienced one firsthand, I can understand why most men have opted out for most of history. No man likes to feel useless.

According to Strabo, the ancient Celtiberians had a custom where the women would put their husbands to bed and minister to them as if they were the ones about to give birth. The women themselves delivered their babies while working in the fields, out of earshot of their snug husbands. Diodorus Siculus tells of a similar custom among the ancient Corsicans. The nineteenth-century anthropologist Edward B. Tylor documented similar practices all around the world—men play-acting illness while their wives suffered real labor pains.

These rituals strike us as quite silly, but they seem preferable to a story (of dubious provenance) told about the Huichol people of Mexico. Their practice reportedly involves a man sequestering himself in the rafters of his home and tying a long rope around his scrotum. When his wife experiences contractions, she pulls vigorously on the rope so that her husband above her might share in the pains of childbirth.

Bedrest and scrotum-pulling both seem like elaborate ways men have designed to distract themselves from their inadequacy. No event is more central to life than birth, and at that event men are condemned to be mere spectators. In the delivery room there is no “man in the arena”—only the man doing his best to remember the breathing exercises he Googled frantically somewhere between his home and the hospital.

I thought of the Huichol people as I stupidly repeated the doctor’s instructions, watching my wife with thinly concealed amazement, feeling a gratitude so crushing I didn't think I could bear it.

I tried to fix that feeling in my head, to pin it down like some rare tropical butterfly: this is the woman you love; this is her trial; you must not forget this, no matter what.

In the months that followed, I would often (too often) forget that feeling. But occasionally some echo of it would reel its way across my baby-warped brain, and I would look at her green eyes and remember that I was gazing at something divine. A creator of Actual General Intelligence.

Part II: The Aftermath

It is telling that the expert psychologists hired by the CIA during the height of the War on Terror to devise new techniques of psychological torture had difficulty improving on the Golden Oldie of extended sleep deprivation.

For weeks I felt the columns of my being bend. Happily, they did not break.

There was, nevertheless—and I feel wracked with shame as I write this—one single moment where I held my head in my hands and wondered if I had made a terrible mistake.

The crying was endless. It numbed me. I floated above my body and saw myself being cried at (loudly, so loudly) by a baby who was no longer purple.

Sometimes I tried singing. Sometimes that helped. Often it didn't. The crying burrowed its way into my brain. I felt the decibels chiseling away at something deep and soft and hidden, never meant to be touched by sound.

I’d wake with a start. "Is she breathing?"

The poo was endless. There were fountains of pee, always just before the diaper was on.

Strip the bed. Grab a towel.

So many rookie mistakes.

Of course, there were also upsides. I’ll focus on just a few here.

The first had to do with how I saw people. Suddenly every person I encountered resembled a walking, talking monument to human compassion. Someone had kept them alive. Fed them, clothed them. Saved them from every lethal hazard (there are so many lethal hazards!). The entire human race, stretching back three tenths of a million years, assumed the form of an endless procession of scream-filled nights soothed with suckling and lullabies. Where others saw mute faces sitting on a bus or a standing at a streetcorner, I saw precious capsules of care—living legacies of immense self-sacrifice, compressed into tiny human form.

The other upside concerned my own parents. For I realized that I too was a precious capsule. A monument to their devoted selflessness. And I grieved the pain that I had ever caused them—the worry, the anger, and the stress. Countless memories came to my mind of moments when I had made things needlessly difficult for them as a child, or, less forgivably, as a teenager. I became aware of an impossible debt fastened to my life with an ineradicable seal. And it bore their names. "Thank you" didn't seem to cut it. So I said nothing. But my heart glowed when they smiled at their granddaughter. It seemed like a start. A first payment on a lifelong installment plan.

The largest upside, of course, was the baby herself. She cried, as I have already mentioned. But she also laughed. There was the sweet, light laughter when she saw my wife pick up a frying pan for the first time. Was it something in the shape of the pan? The color? Who knows... But somewhere in that pan was a source of utter delight invisible to me.

Then there was the somewhat sinister giggle she unleashed when a laundry rack collapsed under the weight of her clothes. One evening she pooped in her bathtub, and in the rush to remove her I inadvertently knocked all our soaps and shampoo bottles into the murky water. The laughter was loud, chronic, and contagious.

When you haven’t been around for long, it’s easy to find the funniest thing you’ve ever seen.

Part III: The Milestones

When should a baby learn to roll? According to Gerber, Wilks, and Erdie-Lalena (2010), it’s four to five months. For infants in Hong Kong, apparently, its five to six months. Emily Oster insists it’s between three and five months, and that you should start to worry if they haven’t rolled by nine months. Judging from various Reddit responses, some babies roll as early as two weeks, other babies skip rolling entirely and go on to do yoga at the age of four.

The more you read about babies, the more they appear like some cryptozoological sea creature seen by sailors in a storm.

Sailor #1: “It had tusks, by Jove, sharp as needle-sleet. And five hundred eyes, all black as Satan’s bowels!”

Sailor #2: “Say ye so? I saw it in the shrouds. Like an eel it was, five leagues long and full of phlegm!”

Sailor #3: “Peace, thou crazy loons... ‘Twas but the forked white fire of the squall. Now, man the capstan!”

As it happened, my baby rolled at seven months.

At five months it looked like she was going to roll. It really did. I cheered her on, eager to celebrate another milestone. She got about 75% of the way there. All she needed was a little more momentum to clear the final hurdle of her own shoulder. But it was not to be. The rocking motions caused a certain strain, and with something like a sigh she settled on her back and had a poo.

And for the next two months, nothing.

Nothing in the literature that I could find said anything about three-quarters of a roll counting as a milestone. After her first attempt, she seemed to lose interest in the idea of rolling entirely. It was like an adventurer getting within sight of unmapped lands and deciding they weren’t worth the extra hassle of actually reaching.

The following two months witnessed a steady rise in the ambient anxiety that had pervaded my entire post-baby life. I reviewed the events of the gestion period. During her first two trimesters, my pregnant wife had occasionally consumed tuna. Then I’d read this article claiming that the risks far outweighed the benefits. In the sixth roll-free month of my daughter’s life, I found myself cursing all the tuna. Had we messed up?

I never hear it mentioned as a reason for low birth rates, but having a child makes you a hostage to fate like nothing else. Much of twenty-first-century reality feels increasingly programmable. We watch TV shows when we want. We carry on desynchronized text conversations at our convenience. But babies are little bundles of disruption. No one agrees on how to raise them. And no one can promise you that they won’t cause you infinite heartache. In having a child, you expose yourself to the risk of having your whole world destroyed.

When you welcome a baby into your home, it doesn’t come alone. It’s always shadowed by the specter of unthinkable grief.

It was a hot summer day when my daughter finally rolled over. I clapped and hollered, annoyed I hadn’t caught it on video. Within days she was rolling all the time, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Part IV: The Verdict

Occasionally, when I look at my daughter, I see a fragment of someone else’s face—sometimes it’s the mischievous curve of one of her grandmother’s smiles or the glint of her other grandmother’s eyes. Sometimes I see glimpses of faces that once stared at me from black-and-white photographs. At those moments, I don’t see my daughter as an individual at all. She is a giggling mosaic. A little montage of people I have loved.

My wife tells me that as a child her sister was obsessed with a question. She would ask her parents repeatedly: “Why did you bring me into this world?”

I don’t know if that kind of curiosity is heritable. But just in case it seems prudent to have a decent answer prepared. So here goes:

“Daughter, there are many answers to your question. I’ll start with the least trite. You are here because we have work to do. Humans are the means by which the cosmos comes to know itself, and every emotion you have ever had—and every emotion you will ever have—is the universe’s attempt to figure something out. Your mind is an instrument crafted over billions of years. But nature is like a brilliant inventor who also suffers from amnesia. You can use your senses to help nature remember how it works. You can use your thoughts and actions to surprise nature, showing it what it can do.

“But there’s something else too. Your great-grandfather survived near misses with rifle fire in the Burmese jungle, thinking only of his Violet. Your grandfather survived near misses with rifle fire in Chad, thinking only of his Ellen. At several points in history, several millimeters separated you and I from sheer oblivion. Think about that. You are the product of an unthinkably vast sum of improbable events. I met your mother because we both decided to attend the same seminar at the same conference. The conference was held 4,900 miles from where your mother was born, and 4,700 miles from where I was born. What is the likelihood of that happening? It could be the outcome of blind chance. It could be that the universe conspired to bring you about for reasons only it knows. In either case, your very existence is such a stunningly bizarre thing that in any other corner of the cosmos you would be regarded as a miracle. But you were born on Earth, where such miracles are so commonplace that they don’t register as miracles as all. Pending confirmation of some recent discoveries, Earth appears to be the only planet to harbor life. But, more importantly, it is also the only planet to harbor love. Life is very interesting, don’t get me wrong. Metabolism, it’s incredible! But love is something else. Ask one scholar__, and he’ll date love’s emergence to the Late Triassic. Ask another__, and she’ll date it to the late twelfth century. Whenever it got started, the common depiction of love as a naked infant reveals something important: it is babies who teach us what love really is. It is in the production of innocent little bodies—requiring the all-consuming attention that only love can reliably produce—that we grasp what love is really capable of. We are humbled before love’s power. It controls us, guides us. Toward what destination? I don’t know. No more than the tides know where the moon pulls them. But your very existence is of love’s obscure machinations. You see, love wanted you here. Who was I to say no?”

As I write this review, I am sneaking glances at my second daughter, snug in her crib. She was born just a few days ago. I feel like the highest praise I could give anything is that I would gladly do it all again.




unORDINARY (WEBTOON comic series)

Are Profound Questions Load-Bearing?

Each narrative work is essentially a response to some “what-if” question.

Sometimes, those questions are profound and interesting, and they lead to high-quality works, such as when The Matrix asks, “What if reality was actually a prison for your mind?”

Other times, those questions are… let's say, “less profound”, as are the resulting works, such as when The Da Vinci Code asks, “What if Jesus had kids?”

Intuitively, you might think that deep question = great story, shallow/silly question = cheap slop.

But consider Naomi Alderman’s The Power - it's a complex tale about physical strength, gender roles, and social influence. And it pulls no punches in asking whether, if women took charge of society, they might repeat some of the worst behaviors of the men who preceded them.

But it's also a response to the question, “What if all these ladies could shoot lightning from their hands?”

This is not, by itself, very compelling (absent some strong weed). But follow it all the way to its conclusions, in a way that feels true to reality, and you get something that makes you forget how goofy the premise was.[1]

And with that, let's turn to unORDINARY, a work that asks us, “What would high school be like, if everyone had superpowers?”

The Preliminaries

unORDINARY[2] is a serialized graphic novel created by Chelsey Han under the pen name uru-chan[3]. It started publishing weekly in 2016 (with occasional breaks), and is up to 346 episodes split into two “seasons”.

In this review, I will focus heavily on the setting and overall themes of unORDINARY, and include a pretty spoiler-rich plot summary. And, in defiance of convention, I will actually review unORDINARY, in the sense of discussing whether or not you might like it.

I will try to keep the main body of the review free of too much comic-book-y minutiae, and instead put those details in footnotes[4].

Also, I couldn’t come up with a natural stopping point for the plot summary - I needed enough to discuss in the other sections, but didn’t want to ruin anything I didn’t have to, so it’ll end kind of abruptly. Mea culpa.

Imagine A World That Kind Of Sucks

unORDINARY is set in an alternate universe where almost all humans have a superpower (“ability”, in local parlance). These are analogous to what you'd see in X-Men: a lot of projectiles and enhanced strength, with the occasional more-exotic thing like psychic powers, teleportation, or time manipulation.

Other than that, the world is like our own in many ways. Technology is basically on par with the US circa 2016, with a couple notable exceptions[5]. The economic structures are the same as ours - people have jobs, shop at supermarkets, and play games on their smartphones.

The social structures, on the other hand, are very different. People's abilities are measured and tracked on a 1-to-10 scale[6] and this rating is given outsized importance in just about every context, even ones where it's hard to see the relevance (such as where people live).

Most of the story takes place in or around the fictional Wellston Private High School, a boarding school known for high-ability-level[7] students. Like at other schools, the top-ranked students get playing-card inspired titles (King, Queen, and Jack, collectively “Royals”) that come with a lot of influence and privilege. Students are encouraged to have violent fights to develop their abilities, and the King and Queen roles can be taken by force, like we’re living in some kind of non-fatal version of Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome[8].

Even for students not jockeying for titles, school is a real meat-grinder. Most everybody has someone more powerful than them, and their “betters” demand subservience, force weaker students to do their homework, or just knock them around for fun. Teachers and staff turn a blind eye to all of this.

The general pattern is repeated in society writ large - more powerful individuals are treated deferentially, not just as a practical matter, but on principle.

This also extends to formal civic institutions (which are a little under-specified in the narrative). Characters refer to “the authorities” a lot, and we eventually learn this is actually a specific organization called the “Bureau of Authority”, which is effectively the government[9].

The Bureau is made exclusively of people with high-level abilities (and, from what we see, pretty much automatically admits high-level applicants). No one ever mentions “elections” or some other mechanism of joining the Bureau, beyond selection by its current members. They wield basically-unlimited power[10]: banning books, exerting direct control over Wellston[11], and detaining and even executing people without trial[12]. Some characters speculate that the Bureau directly controls the news media.

Philosophically, the Bureau of Authority is a classic fascist organization in many ways[13], and they’ve succeeded at creating a society obsessed with hierarchy, order, and control.

There is one persistent exception to this - a handful of high-level individuals become vigilantes (referred to as “superheroes”), protecting low-level districts. Most-to-all of these vigilantes are inspired by a banned book called Unordinary, which is basically Superman[14] as a novel. (Although, in unORDINARY, what’s weird about the story is not the one person with superpowers, but the rest of the world with none.)

People have mixed feelings about vigilantes, especially because there’s a terrorist group called EMBER that seems devoted to murdering as many of them as possible.

But What Actually Happens Though

unORDINARY largely follows the life of John, a student at Wellston who, we are initially told[15], has no ability - he's referred to as a “cripple”[16]. He spends a lot of time trying to avoid getting bullied, escaping fights, or occasionally winning them (thanks to a lot of martial arts practice). John is sometimes protected by his best (and only) friend, Seraphina, Wellston’s highest-level student[17].

Seraphina (or, Sera) was previously the Queen at Wellston but stepped down after she became friends with John, and began questioning her place in the school’s rigid hierarchy. Arlo[18], Wellston's King, takes issue with this and starts looking into John. Meanwhile, Sera learns that John’s father wrote Unordinary, and borrows a copy from him.

Arlo becomes convinced that John is hiding a high-level ability, and plots to expose him, on the premise that John is shirking his responsibilities and defying the appropriate order. Arlo gets Sera suspended (for reading Unordinary), and has a couple other students deliberately break John's phone to isolate him from her. He then waits as increased bullying starts to wear on John’s mental state.

Eventually Arlo feigns some concern for John and befriends him, only to drag him out to the middle of nowhere and have two other students attack him, while Arlo monologues about how this is all part of his evil plan.

John loses it, and we finally see him use the ability that of course he has[19]. Specifically, John has the classic “can copy other people's abilities” ability. And he is very good at it[20]. John easily beats Arlo’s two lackeys, almost killing one, and then defeats Arlo as well.

John and Arlo both do their best to cover this up, and for a while they succeed. Things get more complicated when an as-yet-unknown organization attacks Sera, injecting her with a drug that permanently disables her ability. When Sera drops from “most powerful person at the school” to “basically helpless”, she quickly becomes the target of the same violence John has been subject to, and he does not take it well.

John starts getting revenge on Sera's attackers, wearing a mask and getting dubbed “Joker” by the other students. Each of his attacks is unnecessarily brutal, regularly leaving victims unconscious in a pool of their own blood.

As this unfolds, we see more of John's past, and start to get a sense of why he's like this, and why he hid his ability in the first place.

Those Who Remember The Past Way Too Much

John, we learn, initially thought he didn't have an ability, and was therefore at the bottom of the pecking order at his old school (in “New Bostin”). He had a couple of low-level friends - Claire, who occasionally and randomly saw the future[21], and Adrion, who had a modest strength boost. They got beaten up a lot.

One day, Claire gets a vision of John using his ability, and he manages to work it out, and rapidly improves. But, by this point, John has a pretty big chip on his shoulder, and he’s a little too eager to get back at people in general[22]. He starts to go increasingly overboard in his fights, continuing to attack already-defeated opponents. John alienates his friends, but also becomes King of New Bostin High School.

By this point, his fellow students are terrified of John, and in turn he lashes out at anybody who looks at him the wrong way. Claire finally rallies the school against him, and when they confront him, John goads the other students into a brutal melee that puts most of them in the hospital. Adrion calls the authorities and John is arrested.

The Bureau sends John to “re-adjustment” classes, which are exactly as Orwellian as you're thinking. His instructor is a man named Keon who can force John to relieve his memories, and Keon does this to an absurd degree. John watches himself beat up his only friends and brutalize his classmates, and also witnesses Claire turning on him, hundreds or even thousands of times.

The excessive replay etches the memories into his brain to the point that he basically has artificially-induced PTSD, complete with anxiety attacks, frequent flashbacks, and an abiding paranoia about people plotting against him.

Thanks to this, John concludes that he is a monster (one of the last words Claire ever said to him), and enrolls in Wellston as a “cripple” specifically to avoid a repeat of New Bostin. But, of course, experiencing powerlessness is exactly what drove him to violence in the first place, and he ends up walking through all of the beats of the same story again.

During his “Joker” rampage, he doesn't forget the “lesson” of all of this - he tells himself that he's a bad person, but rationalizes that his fellow students are no better, and deserve what he's doing to them.

Enough About Past Violence; Back To Present Violence

Arlo confronts John about the Joker business and tries to insist that John take his rightful place at the top of the hierarchy, but John counters that he'd rather tear the whole thing down. He starts climbing the ranks anonymously, defeating all of the top students in ascending order.

An increasingly large number of people work out his identity, including Cecile[23] (head of the student newspaper), Remi[24] (Wellston’s current Queen), and Remi’s friends Blyke[25] and Isen[26]. Cecile (who sucks) decides to help John, while Remi tries to make peace, but John refuses.

As this progresses, John manages to keep Seraphina relatively in the dark. Arlo tells her the truth, but, because he’s kind of a garbage person in the first place, she doesn't believe him. Meanwhile, John gives her hand-to-hand combat lessons to help deal with her frequent attackers. Sera is, with great dramatic irony, inspired to see how strong her “powerless” friend can be.

Eventually, John-as-Joker reaches the top of the school’s hierarchy[27] when he ends up defeating Remi, Arlo, Blyke, and Isen simultaneously. Sera, watching the fight, recognizes John using the moves he’s been teaching her, and is crushed to realize he’s been lying to her, about both Joker and his ability.

John’s victory quickly destabilizes the school. Other students follow his lead and seek revenge on each other in Joker masks (and there’s plenty of revenge to seek). Sometimes this works, other times the attackers lose, but either way more students wind up in the infirmary. Remi, frustrated by this, approaches other high-level students to form an anti-violence club called Safe House.

John remains incognito for a while. Cecile tries to get himself to reveal himself and take over the school, but he refuses (and occasionally lashes out at her physically).

Eventually, Sera confronts John, and he tries to deny things again. She tells him that she’s dug up some of his past history as well, and John has a pretty extreme breakdown, screaming at her, calling her a “cripple”, and refusing to let her leave. Arlo intervenes, and, in his agitated state, John takes this as a sign that they’re plotting against him. He tells Sera he never wants to see her again.

Isen finally reveals John’s identity, and he claims the King title, but his only allies are Cecile and an even-worse suck-up named Zeke[28]. Isolated again, John spirals out of control, and in his paranoia becomes convinced that the Safe House club is just a plot to rally the students against him. He has an escalating series of fights with its members, eventually prompting a rare intervention from the school’s Headmaster, a man named Vaughn[29].

While John’s busy destroying everything around him, Sera does her best to figure out why. She pieces together more of his history, identifies Keon as his “instructor” from “re-adjustment” classes, and tracks down Claire. Eventually, the group that took away her ability contacts her and offers to restore it in exchange for her future cooperation, and she agrees.

Back at full strength, Sera confronts John (who she finds in the process of attacking Arlo and Remi again) and both literally and figuratively knocks some sense into him. John, humbled by his defeat but also Sera's refusal to give up on him, accepts her help and confesses his self-loathing.

After their fight, John gets a month-long suspension, which he spends with his father, William[30]. John also runs into Adrion, and apologizes to him. He also intervenes when some loan sharks attack Adrion, although John gets carried away and Adrion has to tackle him to end the fight.

John also reaches out to Claire, who is less receptive - he apologizes to her as well, and she says she’s glad he’s doing better, but also that she never wants to speak to him again.

Eventually John returns to Wellston, where he’s welcomed back warmly by Seraphina (and former lackey Zeke), but everybody else remains terrified of him. By this point Sera is working with the organization that attacked her (“Spectre”). She tries to keep this from John, but he manages to piece it together, and insists on helping her get free of their control.

As promised, this is where I abruptly stop summarizing stuff. Sorry!

Would You Enjoy Reading This

I don’t know! I really like it, as you probably guessed from this review. But my tastes are not universal, so below are some things that you might like and/or hate.

The Pacing: I saw somebody describe the pacing of unORDINARY as “glacial”, which I think is fair (and the most common complaint about the series[31]). For example, we first see John use his ability in episode 54, published over a year after the story began.

On the flip side - when we first meet John, he’s an upbeat guy who gets himself through some tough scrapes. He criticizes the world he lives in, where he’s at the bottom rung of things, but he’s idealistic about how it could be better.

The version of John we see fighting Arlo is none of those things - he’s cold, vengeful, and sadistic, and shows very little concern about whether somebody dies because of his actions. This only works because we see the abuse he suffers, his isolation, and evidence of his past trauma[32], all drawn out and in detail.

Without that, it wouldn’t feel real. Or it would feel like some cheap “split personality” thing. But it’s not that - John has a dark past, but it doesn’t just snap back into place. He literally gets beaten up almost every day for weeks, knowing he could avoid it, before the stress finally grinds him down.

All the character development is like this. Arlo eventually appreciates how terrible he was, but it takes him a lot of repetitive rumination[33]. Remi and Arlo have a series of arguments that go in circles about the same things. More than one character makes progress on some flaw of theirs, only to backslide repeatedly.

This sort of thing can seem weird when you read it, but that’s because narratives typically have absurdly crisp, coherent, plot-advancing dialogue and epiphanies. But, in the real world, people suck at working things out! We are not efficient communicators[34] or clear thinkers.

An Actual Friendship: If I’ve learned anything from r/books, it’s that a lot of people hate stories that could have been resolved by a ten-minute conversation, but aren’t. And it never seems to matter how well the characters knew each other before the story began.

John and Seraphina’s relationship is the exact inverse of this trope. They’re best friends for a while, and then he completely goes off the deep end, terrorizing the whole school and putting her friends in the hospital. Sera sensibly gets some distance from him, but also spends a lot of effort piecing together his past. And when she finally gets the chance to stop his rampage, she also tells him that he’s not an irredeemable monster and that she still cares about him.

Again, this seems weird - because most narratives put almost no value on long-term relationships! Just looking at superhero stuff, Captain America: Civil War[35] has the Avengers break out into a violent conflict after they’ve prevented an alien conquest of Earth and an AI apocalypse. Black Panther[36] has a character who betrays his own wife to side with a random murderer who usurped control of his country! If we actually watched their decades of marriage leading up to this, we’d realize that it’s batshit fucking insane.

This Guy Is Kind Of Terrible Sometimes Though: As noted, a significant chunk of the story involves John beating people senseless, and then hitting them some more.

He pushes away his only friend. He screams at and attacks his own (sycophantic) allies. A lot of people try to engage with him in calm and reasonable ways, and he consistently rejects them.

Even after Seraphina gets through to him, and he goes on his obligatory personal growth journey, he’s just kind of less bad. He still has a crazy temper! He still, when pushed into fights, loses it and goes way overboard! He just goes from “I’m going to beat this person half to death and there’s nothing you can do about it” to “I’m going to beat this person half to death but I’ll stop if you pull me off of them”.

As with the “pacing” thing above, I think this makes more sense than the alternative where he’s suddenly a perfect angel. And his actions need to be considered in light of the hyper-violent dystopia that he’s a part of, and the literal torture he experienced. But your mileage definitely may vary with this one[37].

Does Humanity Suck Or Not: There are a lot of stories about ordinary people doing terrible things: Lord of the Flies[38], Yellowjackets[39], Squid Game[40], Alice in Borderland[41], etc.

These works often imply that humans are garbage, and that only society/the police are holding us back from a giant murder-fest. But… is that true?

I always think of Uruguayan Air Force Flight 571, where a rugby team crash-landed in the Andes, without supplies or any hope of rescue. (You should read the whole story, because it’s amazing.) In short, they banded together, took care of one another, and two of them hiked 33 miles across a mountain range (at an elevation over 12,000 ft.) to get help[42].

So, no, I don’t think humans are just a bunch of barely-restrained monsters. Even under extreme stress, we’re pretty cooperative - that’s kind of our whole thing.

And, despite the violence in unORDINARY, on some level that’s how it presents its characters. The structures of their society discourage empathy - the fascist government, the Thunderdome schools, even the shadowy terrorist group murdering vigilantes. But these things are all fighting the tide of human nature. All it takes is one book suggesting you don’t have to be such an asshole, and people jump on board.

Even without that, some characters are altruistic, although the conflict with their indoctrination is obvious. Particularly in the first season, a lot of high-level students do step in to protect somebody. But they never say that’s what they’re doing. They always give some plausible excuse as to why the aggressor is inconveniencing them. Maybe the fight is too loud first thing in the morning, or wasting somebody’s time by blocking off a hallway. Arlo in particular likes to complain about “making the rest of us high-rankers look bad”, as though the real victim of an asymmetric beating is his reputation.

Generally, the people who witness this don’t actually buy these reasons (as we can see from their thought bubbles), but they know better than to question them out loud.

Also What’s Going On With This Society: As the story advances, it slowly expands from Wellston to broader affairs - we see more of the Bureau of Authority, we learn about EMBER, and we get increasingly detailed looks at Spectre, which is a sort of revolutionary group gone wrong. And the motivations of Vaughn, the school’s Headmaster, start to look a lot more complicated than “raise a new crop of fascists”.

All of this seems to be building to some larger reordering of society, although it’s very much unclear how it will play out[43]. If you start reading, be prepared to suspend disbelief when superpowered teens save the world from totalitarian rule, like in Animorphs[44].

Concluding Thoughts

Overall, I would describe unORDINARY as a well-made, slow-burn character study of citizens in a violent, fascist dystopia. With superhero fights.

It defies a lot of standard writing conventions, but in ways that make it feel strangely realistic, despite the supernatural premise.

Seasons one and two are available on WEBTOON. Season three will begin in July.


Notes


[1]

Or, I guess, makes you realize that the Simulation Hypothesis is also some stoner shit.



[2]

I wish I didn't have to type it this way every time, but it will become important later.



[3]

Don't worry, people already know this.



[4]

With apologies to those of you who can’t resist reading all of the footnotes, even if you don’t actually care.



[5]

Unsurprisingly, there's some research into abilities. Also, medicine is much more effective, with trained chemists able to make “tonics” that dramatically speed up recovery from serious injuries. My assumption is that this comes in part from studying people with healing abilities.



[6]

Based on events, the scale seems exponential. The highest value for any major character is an 8.0.



[7]

There's a formal “tier” system where ranges of levels are denoted as low-, mid-, elite-, or high-tier, but I find “elite” being below “high” to be confusing. For simplicity, and to minimize jargon, I will refer to low- and mid- tier ability users as “low-level” and elite- and high-tier users as “high-level”.



[8]

“What if people killed each other for your amusement?” - arguably also the inciting question for every action movie.



[9]

Side note, it’s not totally obvious if there are multiple countries in unORDINARY, or how big the one we’re in is. So far the only reference I see to this is an offhand mention of the French language. This is in an early episode, and I wonder if it was essentially an accident by the author.



[10]

By at least three possible meanings of the word.



[11]

Despite it being a private school.



[12]

Occasionally people mention “warrants”, although these seem to be issued by the Bureau, for the Bureau, so they’re more of a fig leaf than anything else.



[13]

Nearly everything on the Ur-Fascism list, if you analogize “social class” to be “ability level” and “foreigners/immigrants” to be “people with weak (or no) abilities”.



[14]

“What if one guy was just, like, the best?”



[15]

Foreshadowing!



[16]

I suspect physical disabilities are basically eliminated by the advances in medicine / presence of healing abilities. So far there aren't any characters with one, although we do briefly see someone remembering a possibly-bedridden hospital patient.



[17]

She's the aforementioned 8.0: super-speed, can freeze other people in place, and can “rewind” her injuries, effectively healing them instantly. People regularly comment on Seraphina being “pretty much a goddess”.



[18]

Level: 6.0. Can generate some kind of spherical barriers that harm anyone who strikes them. Also has enhanced strength and innate “armor” even without his barrier.



[19]

Technically this is proven a few episodes earlier - people's eyes glow when they use their abilities, and John's eyes light up briefly when he gets attacked by four students, but he chooses to “power down” and get beaten up instead.



[20]

Level: 7.5. He can simultaneously copy and combine up to four abilities, and amplify them beyond the level of the person he copied them from.



[21]

So I guess you could say she's Claire-voyant. I'm not sorry for that joke.



[22]

Regardless of whether they are the specific people who wronged him in the past.



[23]

Level: 5.2, can summon and control some kind of magic energy vines.



[24]

Level 5.4, shoots lightning from her hands (i.e., she has The Power).



[25]

Level: 4.5, fairly versatile energy-projectile ability. Also Wellston’s Jack.



[26]

Level: 4.8, with a complex ability (“Hunter”) that makes him faster and stronger, but also enhances his senses and lets him see people through walls.



[27]

Other than, technically, Seraphina.



[28]

Level: 4.2. Can switch between an “offensive form” where he’s strong and fast, and a “defensive form” where he’s extra-tough. Also, his level of sycophancy is practically supernatural.



[29]

Level: 7.8. Telekinesis.



[30]

Who it turns out is actually really sweet and thoughtful! To, frankly, the surprise of most of the people who meet John first. Level: 1.0, no ability (for real this time).



[31]

I’ve seen readers suggest it’s worth waiting several years for a season to end, and then binging it, like it’s a series of novels being published at a pretty normal pace.



[32]

And also Arlo’s stupid, stupid face. God, he’s such a dick.



[33]

Even this realization is pretty on brand - Arlo’s thinking about how John is so terrible that he shouldn’t be allowed in a position of authority, and then abruptly realizes that John wasn’t going to be until Arlo forced him to.



[34]

Said the author of a 4,000-word review.



[35]

“What if Batman v. Superman didn’t suck?”



[36]

“What if the most advanced society on Earth also had a terrible, archaic government structure?”



[37]

The author also found this part of the story emotionally draining.



[38]

“What if we admit that British schoolchildren are just little monsters?”



[39]

“What if some kids got stuck in the wilderness and ate each other?”



[40]

See Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, above.



[41]

Ibid.



[42]

And, okay, they ate some of the people from the plane. But only ones that were already dead!



[43]

And, admittedly, it will probably be several years before we know for sure.



[44]

“What if a group of kids had to fight a secret invasion of mind-controlling alien parasites, and their only weapon was the ability to turn into animals?” (Animorphs is surely the global maximum for “high story quality, low question quality”.)






US Census Review: A Biblical Perspective

[image: Collections: The Battle of Helm's Deep, Part I: Bargaining for Goods at  Helm's Gate – A Collection of Unmitigated Pedantry]

10,000 orcs would have been plenty,

if he hadn’t doomed himself by counting them up.

The decennial census and its consequences have been a disaster for the United States.

In Article 1, Section 2, the US Constitution mandates when a population census shall be taken: “The actual Enumeration shall be made within three Years after the first Meeting of the Congress of the United States, and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by Law direct.”

Why require a census at all, though? And why every ten years? In the context of Article 1, it is clear the main purpose of the census is for apportioning representation in the House of Representatives, since the seats each state is allotted are based on that state’s relative population. The writers of the constitution realized that this proportion was bound to change over time. According to notes from the Constitutional Convention, this led to some controversy. At the time the Constitution was written, the northern states were more populous than the southern, and the western states didn’t exist at all. But the delegates knew that the population of the south was growing in proportion to the north, and that western states would soon join as well. Some delegates from the north didn’t want to require a census at all, or would prefer it left up to the judgment of the legislature when one was needed. But others argued that it would never be in the interest of a legislature dominated by a shrinking majority to take a census, when that census would inevitably narrow, or even reverse their majority. Some worried that if things were left up to the legislature, it would choose never to recount population and reapportion congressional seats at all. (If you think US voting districts are unfairly gerrymandered now, imagine how bad the problem would be if they were drawn based on population data from 1790.) In the end, those worried about fair re-apportioning of representation won out. The census was written into the constitution to prevent states with slower-growing populations from clinging to disproportionate power.

Thus did the delegates agree on mandating a census every 10 years. But in their pride, they forgot that they were a nation of God — and that they would be judged as such! Now, not all censuses are biblically forbidden — for instance, Moses took a census of the Israelites (or at least of their fighting forces). But his census was explicitly commanded by God. Other, uncondoned censuses – like those required in documents written by men, such as constitutions – are a different matter. The folly of David repeats itself! (No, not the one where he steals the wife of Uriah the Hittite after peeking on her bathing from his palace roof, and arranges for the death of her husband to cover up the scandal.)

Specifically, the folly from 2 Samuel 24:

Again the anger of the Lord burned against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying, “Go and take a census of Israel and Judah.”  So the king said to Joab and the army commanders with him, “Go throughout the tribes of Israel from Dan to Beersheba and enroll the fighting men, so that I may know how many there are.”

It took David’s census takers nine months and twenty days to complete the count, finding that, “In Israel there were eight hundred thousand able-bodied men who could handle a sword, and in Judah five hundred thousand.”

But David barely had a chance to take iniquitous pride in the number of his people before he realized he had messed up:

David was conscience-stricken after he had counted the fighting men, and he said to the Lord, “I have sinned greatly in what I have done. Now, Lord, I beg you, take away the guilt of your servant. I have done a very foolish thing.” Before David got up the next morning, the word of the Lord had come to Gad the prophet, David’s seer: “Go and tell David, ‘This is what the Lord says: I am giving you three options. Choose one of them for me to carry out against you.’” So Gad went to David and said to him, “Shall there come on you three years of famine in your land? Or three months of fleeing from your enemies while they pursue you? Or three days of plague in your land? Now then, think it over and decide how I should answer the one who sent me.”

It is clear how this scenario played out five years ago under first-term President Trump. The 2020 census found a population of 331 million souls residing within in this One Nation, Under God. Busy golfing, Trump realized only too late that God’s swift vengeance was upon him, for such sacrilegious numbering would never go unpunished long. And faced with the three options of famine, war, or plague, he made the biblically-approved choice:

David said to Gad, “I am in deep distress. Let us fall into the hands of the Lord, for his mercy is great; but do not let me fall into human hands.” So the Lord sent a plague on Israel from that morning until the end of the time designated, and seventy thousand of the people from Dan to Beersheba died.

And when the plague was at its apex, David realized he could not allow his people to continue suffering from his own mistakes:

When David saw the angel who was striking down the people, he said to the Lord, “I have sinned; I, the shepherd, have done wrong. These are but sheep. What have they done? Let your hand fall on me and my family.”

Donald and Melania Trump both caught Covid in October, 2020.

Thus, every 10 years does the land of the free and the home of the brave sin against their heavenly protector, and every 10 years do they repent of their sin through one of the three options – war, plague, or famine (broadly construed) – as chosen by the sitting president. Alas, had they called up the ghosts of Samuel and Saul, they could well have warned them of the consequences of ignoring the will of God!

[image: ]

Census takers themselves, of course, suffer their own personal punishment for participating in such impiety:

[image: ]

This vicious cycle all started back under the nation’s very first President – Washington. In 1790, the first census was taken, finding the US population to number just under 4 million souls. When God came to Washington to chastise him for his prideful counting, Washington made the choice one would expect of the general who won the War of Independence – and the following year, US troops suffered bitter defeat in the Harner and St. Clair’s offensives of the Northwest Indian War.

In 1800, alas, the country did not learn its lesson. Another census was taken, and the US population was found to number more than 5 million. President Jefferson made the same decision as his predecessor, and so began the First Barbary War with Tripoli.

In 1810, under President Madison, the US population was counted at over 7 million — and for the first time, New York was the most populous state in the union, surpassing Virginia. It is no surprise then that the bitter consequences of their pride fell upon New York in the Great Fire of 1812.

In 1820, under President Monroe, with the US population approaching 10 million souls, Monroe for the first time dared repeat the choice of David. Again, New York bore the brunt of God’s retribution, as a yellow fever outbreak swept through New York City.

In 1830, President Jackson permitted the census to count up the 12 million people in the country. Jackson, veteran of the many Indian wars in the south, of course chose war, and thus followed Nat Turner’s rebellion of 1831.

The 1840 census found 17 million souls residing in the country. The newly inaugurated President Harrison chose plague — and in the grand tradition of David, chose to take the sin upon himself rather than leave the country to suffer, dying of illness only one month into his presidency.

In 1850, with more than 23 million people numbered within the country’s borders, President Taylor made the same choice as his last census-taking predecessor, dying of illness a mere year into his tenure.

The 1860 census found a population of more than 31 million, and President Lincoln chose war. The resulting Civil War is well remembered, since God, greatly angered by the people’s pride in such swift population growth, killed more than half a million in that terrible judgement.

But population growth and the counting thereof were not to be deterred. In 1870, under President Grant, the census counted nearly 40 million living within the country’s borders. Chicago, notably, jumped from ninth largest city in the past census, up to fifth, and paid a bitter price in the Great Chicago fire of 1871.

In 1880, under President Garfield, the counted population exceeded 50 million. We can only speculate on what Garfield said to God – but it is clear he paid the price personally, since he was shot July 2, 1881 by Charles J. Guiteau, and died of infection that September.

In 1890, under President Harrison, the population count reached nearly 63 million. Harrison chose famine, and in the period of 1890 to 1896, the country suffered a series of droughts.

In 1900, the census counted 76 million people. President McKinley followed in President Garfield’s footsteps, taking the country’s sin upon himself, and died September 14, 1901 from infection after being shot by the anarchist Leon Czolgosz (while in New York, still the largest state in the union).

In 1910, 92 millions were counted in the census under President Taft – and the Great Fire of 1910 burned 3 million acres in Washington, Idaho, and Montana.

In 1920, after allowing the population to be numbered at 106 million, President Wilson chose famine, and thus began the depression of 1920.

In 1930, the population was counted to be over 122 million. President Hoover also chose famine, and his great disfavor in the eyes of God earned the country no mercy, as it suffered through the Dustbowl and the Great Depression.

In 1940, the population was numbered at 132 million. President Roosevelt returned back to the great tradition of Washington and chose war. Thus did the Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor, and the US entered World War II.

In 1950, when the census tallied a population of more than 150 million, President Truman chose again as Roosevelt had – this time, the Korean War was the result.

In 1960, as the population was numbered at 179 million souls, President Kennedy chose war once more, ushering in the defeat at Bay of Pigs and the sending of the first US troops to Vietnam.

In 1970, the census counted 203 million people in the United States. President Nixon chose yet more war, resulting in another escalation in the war in Vietnam (which, as God’s anger continued to burn, had never ended) with the involvement of Cambodia.

In 1980, to repent of a population count of 226 million, President Reagan chose famine in the form of natural disaster – and California, now beating out New York as the most populous state in the union, paid for it dearly in the 7.3 magnitude Eureka earthquake on November 8th.

In 1990, after the census counted 248 million people in the country, George Bush Sr. went back to the traditional choice of war once more – thus beginning the Gulf War.

In 2000, as the census summed the 281 million souls within the borders, George Bush Jr. made the same choice as his father. But as a man less favored by God, he paid for it more dearly – with the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the resulting wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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Bush picked it, God did it.

In 2010, after allowing the census to count the population up to 308 million, President Obama made the bitter choice to suffer famine by ecological disaster, and the Deepwater Horizon oil spill loosed an unprecedented 4.9 million barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico.

Disaster upon disaster! It is clear, the will of God is not to be spurned lightly.

After the plague of 2020, one wonders — what’s next in 2030? Truly, the greatest decision the next president will have to make is not concerning budget or immigration, but rather the nature of the disaster to befall the country at the coming turn of the decade.

Unless, of course, the US at last elected a president to make that hardest and yet most obvious of choices — to end the census, once and for all. What matters representation by population, when the population must suffer war, famine, and plague as a result?

How can the US declare itself “One Nation Under God” and “In God We Trust,” when God cannot even trust the US not to blasphemously tally up its population every ten years? Surely, the US would prosper greatly as a nation if only it would stop enumerating the persons within its blessed borders!

The solution to all this country’s problems is as clear as it is simple: For the love of God, stop counting!




We Should Never Have Gone to Mammoth Caves

In the late Spring of 2019, I was pregnant with my first (and only) child. My husband and I decided to go on a road trip from South Jersey to New Orleans and back before we couldn’t travel for a while. One might question the logic of going to New Orleans when one can’t drink with reckless abandon, and, looking back, drinking certainly would have made Bourbon Street more tolerable. I remember going to Cafe du Monde for Obligatory Beignets and noticing that everything there was covered in haphazard powdered sugar and smelled of urine. “Man, I would really enjoy a drink to distract me from all the sugar covered pee,” I thought, and in that moment I understood this cultural aspect of NOLA better than before. And really, what is the purpose of travel if not for cultural exchange and understanding?

I got many lessons on culture while there. At one point I was waiting for my husband to get some kind of frozen spirit concoction at one of the many stands around and a drunk dude came up to me as I was there, leaned against a table. “Do you know where the bathroom is?” he asked, with slurred speech. I looked confused and said “Your guess is as good as mine, but from the looks of it, everywhere.” He laughed and steadied himself against the table. “You looked like you would know. You looked like you’re working.”

Now, I know that I have that look about me in general. Once when I was at a new job for a scant 3 months, 20-plus year “veterans” came to me asking how age old processes worked there. I suppose I have always had that Wise Sage Energy.

But I’m pretty sure that guy was suggesting that I was a prostitute. Which, rude. But also, how dare you interrupt me while I am working?!

Later my husband and I would go on a delightful kayak tour of a swamp led by an ecology-minded hippie. We befriended a tiny frog who hung out on our boat the whole time. We named him Tupelo. We did not get attacked by any alligators, thank you very much. We asked the Eco Hippie where else we should go while there for a day and he suggested 1. A plantation where we could go be sad and guilt-ridden about our G-D whiteness (again and in perpetuity) and a hole in the wall Po’boy joint that only locals go to.

We decided to pass on the plantation (so sue us), but we did go to the restaurant. We walked into the place and saw that they were also a crab shack sometimes. My husband is a great fan of blue crabs and we were interested to learn that blue crabs are not only a Chesapeake Bay delicacy. As such, he attempted to order some blue crabs as part of our lunch. The exchange with the server went something like this:

My Husband (MH): Do you have blue crabs?

Server: Yes. Cole.

MH: Excuse me?

Server: Cole.

MH: I’m sorry. I don’t understand. Do you have blue crabs?

Server: Yes. They’re cole.

MH: I don’t know what you mean by “cole”.

Server: They are COLE. They were cooked yesterday and are on ice now.

MH: Oh! They’re COLD. OK, that’s fine. How many come in an order?

Server: How many you want?

MH: Can we order in any number or do you have to do, say, 3 or 6[1].

Server: Just order what you want.

MH: OK…I’ll take 5.

Server: Anything else?

Me: Can we also get a fish Po’Boy?

Server: You want it dressed?

Me: Is it possible to get all that on the side? I like remoulade but it’s not his thing.

Server:...

Me: Can I do that?

Server: It’s all mixed in though.

Me: So, no? I can’t have this on the side? I guess we’ll go with “undressed” then.

Server:...You two aren’t from around here, are you?

Me: …Nope, we are not, obviously.

Server: Well, you should know that we make crabs different around here, too. We put the Old Bay in the water with ‘em while they’re cooking. They just put it on top of them after cooking in Maryland.

She looked at us like she assumed this was a deal breaker for us and when we accepted the terms she looked relieved and confused. Honestly, I expected her to say something like “they’re not actually crabs. Crawfish only here!” Once she explained the difference in cooking/seasoning methods, we actually thought that it sounded like a pretty effective way of seasoning the crabs. The whole “put a pile of spice blend on top of a cooked crab’s carapace” has always seemed a little odd to me, but I’m not a particular fan of picking crabs so what do I know?

The food was fine. To be honest, I wasn’t into any of it because I was pregnant, not feeling particularly well ever and was tired of menus being comprised almost entirely of bottom feeders from various bodies of water. My husband also was not particularly wowed by anything we ate and we made a point that we would not take the recommendations of ecology-minded hippies (who are probably transplants) who lead their suggestions with “on your vacation, go feel sad at a plantation museum first” seriously in the future.

Muffaletta sandwiches are tasty though. Good bread, olive tapenade, and not a bottom feeder in sight! What more could anyone ask for?

We left New Orleans probably long after we had our fill of New Orleans. We left to make our way back up north. This meant that we had to spend a night in Alabama somewhere and my husband and I had a policy about picking places to stop in Mississippi and Alabama: you can’t go wrong with a town that has a good science museum in it. In Mississippi, we stopped for a few hours to check out a museum attached to one of NASA’s rocket testing locations. For Alabama, we decided to spend the night in Huntsville, where Space Camp/Tranquility Base is and enjoy the science museum there. We also happened to be there when the local art museum had their “come hang out in the museum after hours and sip a glass of cheap wine!” night. The museum was surprisingly great with lots of interesting exhibits and a nice staff. The children’s room was really very cool, too. It had a giant transparent color wheel in front of a window and you pulled cranks to superimpose different colors. I could have played with that all night.

After the art museum, it was time for dinner and we opted to wait for a table at the neat looking al fresco-ish restaurant attached to the museum. Once seated, we perused the menu and saw that they offered a charcuterie plate and we were sold. “We’re so cultured,” we said, sitting in a restaurant at an art museum about to order fine meats and cheeses.

I’ll cut to the chase: My husband and I have a habit of calling charcuterie boards “Adult Lunchables”[2]. This is because it’s usually very fancy cheese and cured meats and various hoighty-toighty accoutrements. But this time, we were truly served a hilarious charcuterie plate that could honestly be called “Adult Lunchables”. It had standard lunch meat on it (turkey and ham, maybe even bologna…but I might be exaggerating there) and deli cheese like swiss and Unexciting Cheddar. The crackers were Ritz and the whole thing was $25 and the most expensive thing on the menu. I guess I’m sounding like a snob here but their idea of artful display was cutting cheese slices into triangles.

Of course, one time I was talking to a friend about this triple creme brie they sell at Wegman’s and I said, “Yeah, it’s the ONLY brie I buy,” so maybe I’m the problem actually. To be fair, after I said that, I thought about it for a minute and said “Jesus Christ, what an asshole!” about myself. So, like, I get it[3]. But still, it’s difficult not to feel a little had by the the charcuterie plate, knowing that they charged $25 Fancy Tourists at the Art Museum Fee for lunch meat turkey and Ritz crackers.

After the night of the Art Museum Lunchables Cheese Plate, we got out of Huntsville to continue our drive back home. It was during this next leg of the trip that we got the idea to check out Mammoth Caves.

You like that? This whole long preamble to get to the actual subject of this review? You probably thought this was just a review of New Orleans or “The South” as a whole. But no! That was just context.

You see, our trip down south was filled with varying degrees of wonder and disappointment. Our aggregate experience up until then was one of “well, hey, at least we have some stories”. I came away from that thinking that, much like when Dave Matthews fans say that a show they went to was the best of their lives, the answer to the questions, “OK, but did someone pass you a doob while you were in your lawn seats? And upon smoking that complementary doob, were you pretty stoned for the show?” is “Oh, 100%”, people who consider their week in New Orleans as one of the greatest of their lives were probably pretty drunk the whole time (and considerably more into jazz than me). New Orleans is not for everyone and as a person who can take or leave most jazz and couldn’t, at the time, imbibe as necessary, it was not for me.

It was also 90-something degrees and roughly 100% humidity the whole time. Mistakes were made in the planning of this trip, to be sure. At one point, we went to go check out the Lafitte swamp national park, which consisted of a boardwalk path through what seemed to be really cool but interminable swamp land, and at some point I was honestly worried I was going to pass out. This would have been particularly bad news because there was an alligator just hanging out at the path’s edge. Sure, they were just below the boardwalk and probably don’t typically jump, but I didn’t really need the chance of an old gator getting new scales and choosing to eat my face once I fell over.

So we said “screw this,” and turned around and decided to go watch John Wick 4 in a giant air-conditioned AMC. We stopped at a Piggly-Wiggly on the way for obligatory movie candy and, while there, learned that in Louisiana, you can get Larry the Cable Guy branded mac and cheese.

See? Cultural exchange!

Anyway, as I said, this is NOT a review of New Orleans. I swear[4]!

It’s just a foil. Because you might be thinking, how could a national park attraction be worse than everything you just described? And perhaps it wasn’t worse, per se. But I found it utterly shocking that an impressive cave system preserved by Theodore Roosevelt THE Bull Moose himself[5], could be such a garbage part of our long and storied road trip. And therefore, if you “do the math,” the grandiosity and majesty of the caves divided by the utter incompetence and crappiness of the mandatory tour, results in a pretty abysmal Garbage Quotient.

So, my husband and I are on our drive and we’re trying to figure out where to stop next. I started looking around on maps and seeing what “attraction” signs on the road had to say. We stumbled upon Mammoth Caves. A national park right on our route!

I went to the website and discovered that you weren’t allowed to just go check them out. You see, it was a big cave, one might even describe it as elephantine[6]. They couldn’t allow you just to go in there. Which, while I am being flippant here, I do actually understand. It’s dark with some narrow shafts and people, including, at times, my husband and I, are morons and if people regularly drown in hot springs in Yellowstone, then someone is going to fall down a hole in a big ol’ cave in the dark.

So, because of this, you had to sign up for a tour. And because the caves are so big, the tour size capacity is similarly big, so the smallest tour you could join was 80 people.

My husband did not think this boded well for the experience. “Oh god, you have to join a tour with 80 people? I think that’s going to be pretty terrible.” I knew he was likely right, but there wasn’t really anywhere else cool to stop on our current route and surely the awesomeness of a giant cave system would outweigh the terribleness of a tour. Think of the stalactites! The stalagmites even!

Knowing it was a gamble, I threw caution to the wind and bought our tour passes.

We arrived at the park’s welcome center and found that it was teeming with tourists. I bought the passes online but we of course had to go get in a line to get paper passes. Waiting experience #1!

This is when we learned that we needed the paper passes to show the tour guides so that we could get on the bus. “Oh, no…a bus is required?” my husband said. “Yes…” We considered bailing at that point but still had no other grand alternative plans, so we pushed ahead. We were told to go to the bus stop.

The bus stop was huge and once again teeming with tourists. Waiting Experience #2! Once a critical mass was gathered, a park ranger appeared to speak to us without amplification. He stood on a cement block and spoke as loud as he could to go over safety tips. He tried to be funny and charming but a lot of it was lost due to his lack of megaphone. “It’s dark in there! There will be areas where we have to walk single file! Keep an eye on your kids! We’ll be making frequent stops so don’t worry if walking too hard!”

My husband and I looked at each other at that last part. “Oh no…frequent stops?” “Yes.” Again, we considered bailing but went against our better instincts and, eventually, got on the tour bus.

The bus ride was 20 minutes or so, which felt interminable. The tour guide tried to entertain us with anecdotes and quips but ultimately, we were going to a big hole in the ground without a particularly interesting history. Finally, the bus stopped and we all got off and gathered at the cave entrance.

The park ranger then stood up in front of us all and proceeded to give us ANOTHER safety talk. Honestly, up to this point, I felt for the guy. Safety talks like this are usually born out of necessity because there were actual examples of kids falling down holes or old people passing out in dark caverns full of stale air. Fine. You have to cover your ass. But then…then he lost me.

He proceeded to explain that he was actually a substitute tour guide. The guy who usually led the tour was a geologist and so it was usually really focused on the geology and science of the caves. Our substitute guide, however, was not a scientist but instead a historian and, according to him, the tour would be way less boring because of it. None of that science stuff, but so much of the rich and interesting history!

So…you know what the only truly interesting thing about caves is? THE GEOLOGY. That’s it. You go into these things to look around at cool rock formations and, if you are a nerd like me (and if you signed up to go tour a cave, you probably are at least somewhat of a nerd like me), you are interested in understanding things like mineral deposits and what causes all the colors in the formations. There are all kinds of different forms of rocks down there and they tell a story about the formation and evolution of the planet. If taught to you by someone who loves it, this isn’t boring. And honestly, if you’re bored thinking about the science of this grandiose cavern you’re standing in, then you’re the one who’s boring.

Hey, stop stuffing me into this locker!

Back when I was in middle and highschool, I had this general philosophy of “well, I have to be here, so I may as well pay attention and learn something” most of the time.

I said, stop stuffing me into this locker! JEEZ!

I am simply mentioning this because I’ll give anyone a shot at making me interested in what they want to tell me about. But I’ll tell you that all I remember about the “really captivating and important history” of Mammoth Caves from this guy was that there were two old timey “cave developers” trying to cash in on that hot tourism money in the 1800s. One guy found an entrance first and was raking it in. Another guy wanted in on that action but the first guy said NO, this is MY giant hole in the ground to exploit for fortune and glory. The other guy said, “FINE, I will find my OWN Glory Hole!” and a while later, he found another entrance and tourists started making it rain on him instead.

Please note that the way I just explained that completely run of the mill “1800s shoddy businessman feud” was considerably more interesting than what the guy actually said[7]. I barely remembered what he talked about and had to review the national parks website to find it. If you are interested in the history of Mammoth Caves, feel free to visit this website because, oh boy, is there a lot of uninteresting facts and shoe horning of the Important Roles various previously massively oppressed demographics played in the history of this pit in Kentucky. History & Culture - Mammoth Cave National Park (U.S. National Park Service)

Admittedly, I did not look extensively into this reservoir of information because, frankly, I didn’t care all that much. However, I took a cursory look at some of the sections, including the illustrious history of women in the caves. My favorite bit was at the very beginning of the section where it talks about how not much is known about the earliest days of people exploring the caves, but archeologists have analyzed fossilized shit - paleofeces[8] - and discovered that the genetic markers left behind…were probably men…but it’s inconclusive! So, ancient human men AND women might have shat in those very caves. Thus enter women into the chat, I guess.

The next part shows that early lady tourists graffitied walls just as well as some damn MAN could do. And the rest was about how at some point they made enslaved people, many of whom were women, come and give cave tours to white tourists. There was a period where seemingly no tours were going on - roughly 1861 through 1866 - just a coincidence, I am sure. But during that time, no notable things were done in the caves by enslaved people or women or anyone really due to some other pressing engagement[9].

After I read these historical blurbs and confirmed that the most notable thing was that whole Dynamite BONANZA: The Bushy Mustachioed Businessman Battle for Profit hullabaloo, I realized I had fallen completely into the park rangers trap 6 years later. I was learning. Dagnabbit!

OK, I am done throwing a hat on the ground and stomping on it with my foot in a fit of prospector rage. Back to that fateful day.

So, we stand there at the cave entrance and listen to the park ranger tell us about how science is boring and then he tells us safety stuff again. Then it was finally time to go into the caves. Much of the tour was walking in a line down skinny stairwells and then getting funneled into large caverns. Because the stairwells were so narrow, this was done in single file and you had to wait around for a while as everyone in the group of 80 caught up. To begin, it took an impressive amount of time just to get to the door to the cave. Yes, there was a metal door much like one you would see to enter into a public school at the entrance to the cave.

My husband and I were wandering along and all was well, until we overheard the dude behind us in line clearly hitting on the woman behind us. They were not there together, both seemingly exploring this natural wonder on their own. They were both young, probably early 20’s. Long story short, this guy was so insufferable. He was a pilot, apparently, and was going on about all the places he flies. The woman was like “wow, that’s cool…” and then later said “I want to visit Prague.” The dude proceeds to go into a monologue about how he’s just not that Into Cities, you know? They’re all the same. And it really came off like he had read The Game and this was his attempt at a neg. The woman says, “Oh, well, it wasn’t completely destroyed in WWII, so it’s all still original and ancient. That’s pretty unique.” And the dude says something like “Oh, uh, well, yeah, I guess that would be cool…”

It went on like this for the entire slow mosey to the cave door. My husband and I kept giving each other “can you believe this guy?” looks and when there came an opportunity for him and I to hide against a wall in the stairwell to let them pass us, my husband made sure we took it. We breathed sighs of relief as we entered the first giant cavern.

Admittedly, the cavern was pretty neat. It didn’t have any of the rock formations that the cave system was known for really, but it was impressive in height and it was also very pleasant in there. It was humid that day “top side” and this was a nice relief. But then we had to wait for 15 minutes while everyone else caught up and took seats on benches. Then the park ranger told his assistant to turn off the electric lights that were on and the ranger lit a candle. “This is all the light they had back then!”

Maybe it’s too much screen time or something but buddy, I think we know that caves are dark and that candles are pretty ineffective. I appreciated what he was trying to do, but he gave so much warning and preamble to this and then the lesson was just “Man, candles are stupid. Thank goodness for light bulbs.” Then he tried to give us some half-assed geology information, frequently reminding us that he is not a geologist and doesn’t actually know anything about the rocks down here.

We did this routine two more times I think, though each subsequent stop had way more interesting stuff to look at. However, each time we stopped and waited the obligatory 15 minutes or so for everyone caught up, we would get whatever uninteresting information the guy wanted to share and then…then he would ask if anyone had any questions. He always added something like “If no one has any questions, we’ll move on to the next part of the tour.” And someone ALWAYS had another question. “So, uh, what’s that over there? Some kind of rock? Is it…uh…sedimentary?” or “Did the cave explorers use…pickaxes…or just their BARE HANDS?” Listen, this guy doesn’t know about the rocks. He told you that so anything he tells you right now will be lies. And, bro, I know you don’t actually care. You just don’t feel like walking anymore. Stop punishing the rest of us with your insincere quest for knowledge.

In all honesty, the caves really were beautiful and ultimately worth seeing. Had we a bit more flexibility to our scheduling, it would have been better to have tried to take one of the other kinds of tours they had. There were smaller group tours, and ones that were specifically more focused on, you know, the rocks. During this tour, the park ranger could barely muster the energy to say something cool like “Behold! The GYPSUM!” and really, the biggest crime to me is that if you hate the subject matter you are being forced to teach on the tour you volunteered to give, have fun with it. Which, I suppose, the guy tried to do but he lacked the heart. Well, he had the heart, but he didn’t have the soul. No wait, he had the heart and soul, but he didn’t have THE TALENT[10].

Admittedly, I haven’t looked into all this geology I keep saying I want to know about, and honestly, that’s because I would prefer someone who is into it tell me about it. Sure, I can read a book, but I like a performance. Having someone tell you about something they love because they want you to know about it (and not because they want you to know they know about it) is a superior form of education for me and I will take it every time. And I will both remember you and I will remember the content you shared for years to come what it is told to me with passion!

For instance, recently my husband and I were at our town’s annual charity poker tournament and this guy shows up whom we hadn’t seen in like a decade or more. I couldn’t for the life of me remember his name, but I remembered his face and one very peculiar thing about him. I leaned over to my husband and said “Hey, isn’t that the guy who used to hang out with our friend who did his entire graduate thesis about James K. Polk?” “What?” “Yeah, that was the guy who was just really into Polk. I talked to him about him for an hour once at a party!” Later, this particular gentleman sat at my husband’s table and he took the opportunity to find out if this was the Polk guy and he was! And I think he was impressed and a bit honored that this was how we remembered him. So, this is my point: sharing things you care about with passion is how you connect  and get through to others. In this case, literally no one else in my entire life other than my 11th grade history teacher ever mentioned James K. Polk in conversation. And certainly no one else had ever spoken about him with such interest. This guy’s Polk conversation with me at that part in, like 2011, made such an impression on me, that a few years later when on a cross-country road trip, we had the opportunity to stop and look at Polk’s tomb sitting there in the middle of Nashville and we went “Hell yeah! That dude told us Polk was a pretty interesting guy!” And it was only fair since we had visited Taft’s house a few days earlier.

As for the review part of this review, I feel that many elements need to be rated separately:


	The Caves Themselves: 4 out of 5 stars

	The Tour Guide: 2 out of 5 stars

	The Rest of the People on the Tour: 2 out of 5 stars



As mentioned earlier, the caves themselves were pretty excellent. I gave 4 out of 5 stars because the really cool stuff took a while to get to. This is different than, say, Yosemite, where the minute you drive into the valley there you are greeted with breathtaking views of El Capitan and Half Dome.

The tour guide gets a couple of stars, mainly because he did try. I gave the rest of the tourists the same rating as the tour guide because while it was their job to make the tour good, they could have at least done their best not to make it worse. It’s true that the douchey pilot behind us in line early in the tour brought down the crowd’s score, and maybe that’s not fair. But life isn’t fair.

In conclusion, everything I’ve talked about in this piece is worth seeing and experiencing for yourself. You might be more optimistic than me! You will probably go when you aren’t encumbered by a health condition that greatly reduces your ability to enjoy the various absurdities we encountered. And ultimately, I would still probably give this entire trip 5 out of 5 stars because having this many stories to tell all these years later is very worth it to me, personally.

Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.




Notes


[1]

For the uninitiated, in Maryland, one orders crabs to pick in certain multiples. You don’t tend to order them one by one. This is apparently not how they do it in Louisiana and I guess this is one of those States Rights thing they are always on about down here.



[2]

When we say “Adult Lunchables”, we don’t generally mean something like those parties where they serve sushi rolls off of a naked woman. I would probably call the sushi thing something like “Lunchables after Dark. Follow me for more marketing ideas!



[3]

But, look, if you’re going to buy brie, don’t waste your time on anything other than triple creme brie, folks. I would specify that it should come from Wegman’s, but I’ve had great triple creme brie from Trader Joe’s as well.



[4]

But for context, the Lafitte Swamp National Park visit was considerably better than our visit to Mammoth Caves. That’s right: a swamp park in 90 degree weather in 100% relative humidity, where alligators just kind of hung out with their prehistoric killing machine mouths inches away from visitors’ feet, where I came dangerously close to passing out under the weight of my physical condition and poor decisions, was more enjoyable and enriching than the G-D cave tour.



[5]

OK, not actually, but his LEGACY did it…it was actually finally made a national park in 1941, so it was a different Roosevelt who gets the credit, I guess.



[6]

Insert “Pun Husky Meme” here.



[7]

He definitely didn’t mention glory holes AT ALL and that’s a damn wasted opportunity.



[8]

I am a simple person with simple pleasures and I laughed for many, many minutes at the concept of paleofeces.



[9]

I was disappointed that I found no history of note about the caves during the Civil War because I really hoped that there would be a tale of a group of rebels called The Cave Bottom Boys.  Or a Union soldier who deserted and lived out the rest of the war in the cave and locals turned him into a Legendary Cryptid like Big Foot.



[10]

This is a quote from South Park’s Chef from their “You Got Served” episode. And, if I am being honest, this entire review is inspired by another South Park episode called “We Should Never Have Gone Ziplining”. My literary inspirations are highly refined.






Which Sports? Why Sports?

Are you a sports person? If so, which ones and why? If not, what specific activities could be worthwhile for you?

Three parts to this:


	My brief philosophy. Why I care.

	Practical overview. What could normal people do and how do I rate the available options?

	Review of the major team sports in the US. Brief observations on fandom and the craziness of sports/humans.




	



Setting the Table

I likely care about 'sports' because I was pretty good at them growing up compared to my peer group and continued to develop these talents. I enjoyed the positive reinforcement I received from playing and winning. Pretty obvious. Motivations have shifted over time, where it's now just a part of what I need to be doing. I imagine this mental shift is pretty important if you actually want to be active over a lifetime, but I'm not going to get too deep into that here.

This review is going to be colored by my experiences and strengths. Your strengths will differ. This whole article on first-hand experience, not reporting on broad research findings here.

In this article, I will focus on comparing different sports in the active participation sense. What is required of you to perform the game well? What attributes are enhanced in the pursuit? I think I am unique in that I'm a bit broader than most in enjoying many different types of sports. That is why I am writing this up. Ok, I also just love sports and want to talk about them. I think they can provide opportunities for people to grow. Mostly by overcoming failure, pain, adversity, etc. In short, becoming stronger. And to play the game well is a great treasure in itself – 'Good Times' are there for the taking.

More practically, we have bodies. It is good to move them.

Alright let's get into it, first with the individual sports as that is what's available/most relevant for most of the people reading.

**

Running and Lifting

These are foundational. Undeniably useful for personal fitness, and easily accessible with tons of information available to learn and organize a program suitable for you. Both very much lend themselves to measurable self-improvement over time with consistent training. This process → outcome loop can become addictive in a positive way for most people that get hooked. Basically every able-bodied person (especially the computer person, which is ~all of us) is better off from having some type of training structure where they run and lift things on a regular basis.

On the other hand, the domains themselves are limited by their lack of complexity. They are single player games where the environment (aside from gravity) does not fight back. The field of play is unchanging and strategy is limited beyond following the steps of your program.

Granted I love each of these and go through phases. Breaking things down a little further, here are some ratings, first in the domain of running (1-5, where 5 is the highest score possible):

Road distance running: 4.0 (mix)

Trail running: 4.5 (spiritual)

Sprint workouts: 4.5 (utilitarian)

Two factors leading to the high rating for trail. First, I absolutely love being engrossed in navigating a tricky patch of terrain while going as fast as I can. Danger lies with every step, which brings out a type of focus and presence for that moment that I find hard to match. And the second factor, less on the competitive side, is that I enjoy the nature aspect and the more chill environment that tends to accompany the trail scene. It's basically therapy to spend time running (or walking) in the woods.

In comparison, road distance running is not as enjoyable for me due to the typical setting. But road running does lend itself to giving absolute maximum effort and bringing the pain by racing against competitors or the clock. Competitive running is the easily identifiable example in my own life experience of seeing people go to another level that they didn't think was possible due to competition bringing out their best. At least in this narrow domain, I believe it is basically not possible to push to a certain level without the competition there to drive you. I won't speculate on how much that generalizes in other arenas.

Aside from that competitive factor, I would recommend more casual runners try out trail running as I believe this change of environment is accessible for most with a little planning and will pay off in the enjoyment factor. Whether on the roads or trail, I need to also say that a fair number of my deepest conversations in adult life have come from running with random guys over many, many miles. Something about the shared struggle, with plenty of time to kill on these long runs, makes for a good conversational dynamic.

Going back to my ratings, sprint is rated so highly because of the immense bang for buck that is there if you can actually be consistent with a training program. Being consistent with it is very tough though. Going long and slow is the more common path (aside from the obvious do nothing path).

Moving on to lifting and other types of training.

Lifting weights: 4.75

Tough to beat. Lift + sprint would be my recommendation for those only interested in maximizing personal fitness and physique. Big downside of lifting is that the environment tends to be stale. Kind of sad to be in there on a beautiful day outside.

Indoor bike training (ie Peloton), Rower, other ERG machines: 4.0

Very practical but has a low ceiling due to the stale environment and lack of variety.

Crossfit or similar intense group fitness: 4.5 avg rating

Higher variance but bringing in more structure can help with the problem of getting started. These are very supportive environments, with people that are experienced in the particular problem of helping beginners get started. Even without that need, the added community aspect can be a huge life satisfaction booster. In general, to the extent you want it, finding friendly people to form some sort of community around these activities is very much available – people want to help and be supportive.

Other Games

By and large, these don't have the targeted personal fitness benefits of running and lifting, but they are generally more fun.

Disc Golf: 5.0

Disc golf is like normal golf (ie "ball golf") except you throw a frisbee in the basket instead of hitting a golf ball in the hole.

Disc golf is simply the best game I've found in my adult years to fill the active pastime bucket. The variety of courses, the variety of shot types, the beautiful vistas, the easy accessibility of the game. It all just lines up for me so completely as a worthy hobby and enriching pastime.

For the newcomer, it's a game that anyone can pick up and complete a round (unlike ball golf, which, granted, requires more skill). Disc golf is a game where you can just show up and play, generally for free. It's a game that gets you out in nature.

It's become a big part of my personal travel. Basically every trip I take, I'll at least check Udisc for the local courses. They are everywhere.

On another personal note, the inability to play disc golf is the biggest drawback I dwell on for living in dense urban areas, and has ultimately resulted in a planned upcoming move to seek more open space.

Climbing: 4.5

Bicycling: 4.9

Both of these are great. I prefer to ride my bike as a leisure activity. For this purpose it is fantastic. Climbing is also great, but I'm limited by experience and only ever doing the indoor climbing gym version.

Climbing is the one activity I've regularly done that could replace a lifting and running routine and still maintain fitness levels in all facets.

Playing Catch: 4.9

This one will speak more to those who grow up around sports, but I sincerely miss playing catch with a ball everyday. I've contemplated making a reddit post for the explicit purpose of meeting people to play catch. Haven't done it yet.

Aside from the relaxed atmosphere and playing games to test your accuracy, it's a top tier activity for spending time with those up or down a generation which also makes it special. This category has a lot of meaning for me. May not translate for others, but It's an instant yes everytime I get the chance.

Golf: NR

Baseball: 3.5

I see a lot of similarities here.

I can't rate golf due to lack of experience. I'm only including to highlight how different it is compared to disc golf from an accessibility standpoint. The expense is the main factor I'm referring to here.

Baseball is greatly aided by playing on a team with your buddies, even though it's an individual game. The issue for me is that the pace is too slow. But similar to golf, the skills needed are similar in that you need incredible focus and precision when it is your time to perform.

Other Categories

I don't have anything novel to say on other sports not listed. But I'm sure they are great too. That's kind of the point of this whole thing. Find a thing and do it. And maybe try another thing too.



Team Sports

It's too bad that the adult world basically fails at allowing opportunities to play most team sports (in a setting that is any fun at all). If you're lucky, maybe you can find a good pick-up basketball league, but most likely you're relegated to watching the professionals or coaching the kids at this stage. This observation says something about the world – yes these are games, and maybe there are better 'games' to play. Like working and researching and using your brain to earn money and/or create things for the world. You know, those games with less clear, longer feedback loops, but much greater positive externalities for the world (hopefully).

Or you're just too old and the body doesn't allow it. I don't know.

But let's hit on the major sports while we're here.

Football: 4.5

The novel thing that I want to say is that I think playing football made me a better driver. Yes, like with cars. It may be specific to playing quarterback as I did, although I think this skill translates with other positions as well. Specifically it's the analyzing layers of activity, processing momentum, and seeking positional awareness for every body on the field. You have to predict the future by playing with anticipation in order to play the position well, and that is very good training for driving down the road and identifying possible threats. Your sense of risk and quick decision making needs to be dialed in while playing just like it does when reacting instantaneously to avoid the guy swerving into your lane.

Basketball: 4.9

Maybe I'm a little jaded or unrealistic in wanting to see more beautiful game, Spurs 2014 style-action, at all levels of play. I don't think I have many snob-like sympathies in my whole way of being throughout life, but basketball style of play is one those areas.

You can tell a lot about a person by how they play a pickup basketball game. Most fail the test.

Being more positive, the talent and level of play that happens every night in the NBA is absurdly high. It's a golden age. In basketball, like other areas, skill development is enhanced by the internet and the ability to ape what others are doing and build off it in quicker loops through more exposure to the game.

Soccer, Hockey, Others: NR

Sorry. Personal failings.

Sociology/Fandom

I'm afraid this is an entirely separate topic, but I will opine. My claim is that you need to reduce your level of fandom. Like you need to stop spending the money watching this stuff, and try and find a way to be active and play the game yourself.

In the case that you are doing some amount of activity on your own, then you can have the fan privileges back even though I don't fully understand it. For example, the New York Knicks are playing the Celtics in the second round of the NBA playoffs right now – $600 is the minimum price to get a seat at Madison Square Garden. First of all, that's a bad value for your entertainment dollar. Go to Broadway six times instead. Second of all, it's clear that I don't connect with the 'why' behind so many people willingly paying chunks of money to sit anonymously in a huge crowd to enough of a degree to be sympathetic here, so I will stop now.

Thanks for reading. Now go do the thing you're curious about. Thank you.




Zermelo-Fraenkel Set Theory: A Review

ZFC is Zermelo-Fraenkel Set Theory with the Axiom of Choice, the most common foundational system for mathematics in use today; though most working mathematicians never give much of a thought to foundational issues, ZFC is the “received foundational system”—the system of axioms we all know we're supposed to be able to translate our theorems into if asked, not that anyone ever actually bothers.

So what does it mean to review an axiom system–a purported foundation for mathematics? I'm not going to try to convince you all to adopt it or a competitor in your daily life. There will be no rating out of five stars at the end. Though admittedly a bit of a gimmick, my plan to review ZFC was inspired by this post, suggesting ZFC as one of the great achievements of humanity. In my review I hope to give you a sense of why someone might think that way. I'll also try and gesture at some of the issues people have with ZFC—ZFC has been criticized as being both too weak and too powerful, and I hope to give a sense of what people mean when they offer these criticisms.

A final word before the review starts for real: though I have a PhD in math, I am no longer a professional mathematician, and I never worked in set theory or mathematical logic. I am reviewing ZFC not as a connoisseur or expert, but hopefully also not as a complete bumbling incompetent. For obvious reasons I will skimp on the rigour, but I hope the real experts won't find anything wrong in what I say. They will however, necessarily find much that is oversimplified and incomplete.

WTF is ZFC?

So, what is ZFC? ZFC is a system of rules, or axioms, governing a certain kind of mathematical object, “sets”. The rules tell us what we’re allowed to do with sets, how we can combine sets, how we can make new sets from old sets. So it probably helps to start with what a set is.

The naive idea of a set (that is, a concept of sets without a full axiomatization a la ZFC) emerged in the mid-late 19th century from the work of Cantor and Dedekind. There is much (much!) to say about this, but the intuitive core is that a set is a collection of objects; we'll see later we may need to take some care about what counts as an allowable “object” for a set, but in naive set theory we don't know that yet. The objects inside a set are called its “members” or “elements”, and if an object a is in a set S, we denote that a∈S (read this as: a is in S” or “a is a member of S”) . We can also write a set explicitly by putting its members inside curly brackets, like so: S={x,y}— this says that S is a set whose members are x and y, whatever those are. So we can also say x∈S, y∈S.

We mostly consider the members of a given set to be other sets (many of the examples  that follow will seem to be sets of numbers, but actually there are clever ways to recast sets of numbers as sets of sets); many of the axioms of ZFC turn out to be related to helping us with certain “starting sets” that we can use to build other sets; telling us how to take the sets we already have and make new sets; and what restrictions there are on which sets can be members of other sets (i.e., can a set be a member of itself?)

For those of you who don’t care enough for the details, you can skip the rest of this section after this paragraph, but before you go, I want to emphasize: the axioms are there to bind the process of working with sets in rules that give you a certain selection of starting sets, and procedures for generating new sets from those other sets. Importantly, the rules are often restrictive in the sense that you can only apply the rule to a set that you are already imagined to have: with only a few exceptions, you can’t conjure sets out of nothing, you conjure sets out of other sets, and ZFC states the constraints on this process.

So, what are the ZFC axioms?

The first axiom of ZFC tells us that sets are defined by their members: two sets with the same members are equal as sets; and membership is not a property that allows multiplicity: you're either a member of a given set, or not; there's no such thing as being a member twice, or anything like that. So {x, x}={x}: these are both just a set whose only member is x; the fact that I've listed the one member twice in the first instance is meaningless. We also ignore the order in which we list membership: {x,y}={y,x} because these are both just the set containing members x and y.

The next few axioms tell us how we can create new sets out of old sets by combining the members in each set together.

One axiom tells us we can always take the union of sets, we can collect up the members of two sets and combine them into a bigger set. The union of two sets is denoted by the symbol ∪  and it’s important to remember that if some member is in each of the two sets whose union we are calculating, because order and number don’t matter, that member only appears once in the union.

So, as a quick example: if S={x,y}, T={y,z} then S∪T={x,y,z}.

Another axiom tells us that given two sets x and y, there is always a set containing these two sets as members. Crucially, x and y don’t have to be different: our two sets can be x and x again, so the set containing these is the set {x,x}={x}—so this axiom also tells us that given any set x, there is also a set containing that set.

Another axiom that we can use to build new sets from old is the power set axiom, which says that given a set, we can make a set consisting of all of its subsets: each way of taking the members of our initial set and combining them into sets.

So, if S={x,y,z} then the power set of S is

P(S)={ {}, {x}, {y}, {z}, {x,y}, {x,z}, {y,z}, {x,y,z} }—each of the sets inside the big set has only members that are also members of S. You’ll also observe the first of those listed sets is a set with no members at all–we’ll come back to this later, but for now I’ll only justify its inclusion as a subset of S–and hence a member of the powerset–by the observation that it is the subset obtained by taking none of the members of S.

Note that so far, none of our axioms guarantee that there are any sets at all: they just tell us ways to make new sets out of sets we already have. The next axiom changes that: the axiom of infinity asserts that there is a set with infinitely many members. The exact details of this infinite set can depend on how the axiom is formulated, but usually the infinite set is axiomatized so that one can relatively easily find a copy of the natural numbers inside. Thus it's only slightly wrong to think of this axiom as saying, “the set of natural numbers exists”.

The next few axioms are a little technical, but we'll see that they're very powerful.

First, the Axiom Schema of Restricted Comprehension says that, given a set z, and some description/property/specification ϕ, we can form the set of all members of z that satisfy ϕ.

A few notes about this one: first, this isn't one axiom, it's an axiom schema: there's one axiom for each possible ϕ. I’m being deliberately vague about what exactly ϕ is allowed to be–but you should think of these as statements like “is even”, or “is odd”, or “is prime”, if z is a set whose members are natural numbers. Or, it can stand in for statements like “has three elements”, or “has infinitely many elements” if z is a set of sets. So, this says something roughly like, “given a set of numbers, we can make a new set consisting of all the even/odd/prime members of our initial set”; or “given a set of sets, we can pick out a new set of all the members of the initial set with three/infinite/… elements”.

Second, we can use this to show that one set that must exist is the empty set: the set with no members. To do this, take a set z, and a property ϕ that none of the members of z satisfy (say, z is the set of even numbers and ϕ is the property of being odd—then this says there is a set consisting of all the odd members of the even numbers, which clearly is a set with no members at all).

Finally, note how we have to have a previously existing set in order to do this: we can't get new sets completely for free; we need to reuse sets that are already somehow available to us. We'll discuss this more later.

Having used the previous axiom to show that there is an empty set, we can easily state the next axiom:

Every set x other than the empty set contains at least one member y, such that x and y have no members in common.

This is the Axiom of Foundation, and we'll shortly see that it is used to outlaw “self-referential” sets: sets that contain themselves, giving a sort of infinite regress.

Next is another axiom schema, and a very powerful one; this axiom was not in Zermelo’s original set theory—it was suggested by Fraenkel (and, independently Thoralf Skolem, though it seems that only the former version garnered enough attention to get a name attached) to give set theory sufficient power to recreate some of the constructions of Cantor in naive set theory. This is the Axiom Schema of Replacement, and it says:

If x is a set, and we have a function ϕ that maps the members of x, then there is a set y containing ϕ(a) for all a∈x.

In plainer language: if we have some method of transforming the members of a set according to some rule, then the transformed versions of every member of the original set constitute a set themselves.

Finally, the axiom that puts the C in ZFC, the Axiom of Choice: Given a (possibly infinite) collection of sets, each of which has at least one member, there is a new set whose members consist of one member chosen from each of the original sets.

This axiom is required for cases where there is no rule-based procedure for picking a member from each of the sets; a famous quip of Bertrand Russell asserts that given an infinite number of pairs of shoes, one doesn’t need the axiom of choice to pick one shoe from each pair–you can state a rule that singles out one element from each pair, say “pick the left shoe”. But you do need the AoC for picking one from each of an infinite number of pairs of socks: there is no rule-based way to single out one sock from each pair. If you imagine a procedure where you iterate through each pair of socks, picking one at random, the problem is you will never complete that process: the AoC of choice is what lets you say, “okay, but imagine somehow completing that process”--it says you’re allowed to act as if you could go through each of the infinite pairs by hand and select one, and collect all of your choices up into a new set.

A Canned and Highly Selective History of Set Theory

So, why these rules? Why any rules? Why sets at all?

To take these in reverse order: in the late 19th century, particularly in the hands of Georg Cantor, the theory of sets seemed to open up mathematics to strange new vistas. The history here is too interesting and detailed to do any real justice to, but the quick version is that Cantor used a version of naive set theory–that is, set theory without formal rules like ZFC–to prove amazing facts that seemed to come out of nowhere.

The most famous of Cantor’s proofs is that there are different sizes of infinity. More specifically, he defined a measure of a set’s size (that is, its number of members) called its cardinality. So, the cardinality of a set with three elements is 3; the cardinality of a set with ten elements is 10. So far, so boring. But he also showed that, under his definition, different sets of infinite size came out with different cardinalities. For example, the set of natural numbers, {1,2,3,...} has a cardinality that Cantor named ℵ0 (read “aleph-nought”). Meanwhile, the set of all real numbers–all infinite decimals–turned out to have a strictly larger cardinality. And it didn’t stop there: remember the power set operation, the axiom that said “given a set, you can make the set of all its subsets”? That operation always creates a bigger set–even if you start with an infinite set, its power set will have a cardinality that is even bigger.

Cantor also proved that infinite cardinalities are linearly ordered: after each infinite cardinal comes a next infinite cardinal, which immediately prompted him to ask, “is there a cardinality bigger than that of the natural numbers, but smaller than that of the real numbers?” It frustrated Cantor to no end that he was unable to prove that there was no intermediate cardinal. The hypothesis that there is no such intermediate cardinality became known as the Continuum Hypothesis.

Cantor also considered ordinal numbers, which describe how numbers are ordered. In the list 1, 2, 3, …. 1 is the first ordinal, 2 is the second, 3 the third… But what if we order the numbers so that we first list all the even numbers, and then the odds:

2, 4, 6, …., 1, 3, 5, …

In what position does 1 appear? The theory of ordinal numbers is a formal way to discuss such things. I wish I had the space to go into detail about this, because it’s strange and fascinating, but all I will do is point you to John Baez and recommend you at least get a taste of this bizarre, infinite world.

All this new stuff about infinity was very strange, but also interesting and new and productive. Mathematicians disagreed on how to feel about this strange new world Cantor had opened up to them, but most agreed that there was something compelling about it. Even beyond the novelty of exploring the infinite, set theory seemed to open up a new world in which to do mathematics; a world in which one could do things that no mathematician would have dreamed of otherwise. David Hilbert, one of the leading mathematicians of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, summed it up when he said, “no one will expel us from the paradise that Cantor has created for us”. Cantor’s set theory was a mathematical Eden. But there was a serpent lurking in the garden…

In the early 20th century naive set theory was rocked by a series of crises.

First, and skipping the details, Cantor and Cesare Burali-Forte respectively showed that the concepts “the set of all cardinal numbers” and “the set of all ordinal numbers” led to paradoxes—in a sense, there are “too many” cardinal and ordinal numbers to be collected up into sets without running into paradoxes.

The other major paradox is a little more intuitive, and relied on the fact that naive set theory was sloppy when it came to defining sets: in naive set theory you could happily have sets that contain themselves, or define a set by saying “the set of all things with property X”, and not worry too much about what X actually stood for: “the set of all even numbers”, “the set of all prime numbers”, and so forth are examples of this construction. Notice how, unlike the ZFC axioms, this construction does not require that the members of these sets come from pre-existing sets.

Bertrand Russell brought an end to this by pointing out the following paradox: if you're allowed to define sets in any way, there's no reason you can't have a set one of whose members is itself. If this seems too abstract, consider something like, “the set of all sets with more than one member”. Since there is more than one set with more than one member, “the set of all sets with more than one member” itself has more than one member, and so is contained in itself. This is definitely a little weird and “loopy” but it certainly feels like a somewhat natural definition.

But now, says Russell, consider another self-referentially-defined set, the set of all sets that do not contain themselves. Now we ask the killer question: is this set a member of itself?

First, suppose it's not. By not being a member of Itself, this set satisfies its own defining property, so it is a member of itself.

Or, suppose instead this set is a member of itself. Then it fails to satisfy its own defining property, and so it can't be a member of itself.

Whichever supposition we make, we are immediately forced to conclude the opposite! This is a paradox—it has the same basic structure as the famous liar paradox, in that each way of evaluating its truth forces the opposite. The logical structure swallows its own tail, constricts down to a point, and explodes! Something has gone wrong, probably related to our carelessness at defining sets. Russell's paradox proves that we need some rules governing how we define sets, otherwise we're at risk of paradox.

In particular, to re-enter Cantor’s garden, we need rules that restrict if or how sets can be members of themselves, and in what cases we can define a set in terms of some property that its members satisfy.

But we also don’t want our rules to be too restrictive: we want enough power and freedom to do all the stuff Cantor was doing with infinities; we want all of his cardinals and ordinals, and all the stuff that made naive set theory Edenic in the first place.

ZFC is an attempt to thread this needle: to put enough restrictions on set theory to banish the paradoxes, but not so many restrictions that set theory becomes boring.

Why you should like ZFC

Let’s first see how ZFC avoids Russell's paradox. We got Russell's paradox by taking a property, “not being a member of oneself”, and then immediately demanded a set whose members satisfy that property. In naive set theory, just by naming the property, we expected to have the set. In ZFC, the Axiom of Restricted Comprehension says we can do that as long as we already have a set z_, containing the things we want to subject to this property_. In other words, we can't just order up “the set of all blah-blah-blah that have property so-and-so”—we need to order our blah-blah-blahs from somewhere; they have to already be found in some other set, from which we merely extract the so-and-so members. So long as we never allow any paradoxical items in that initial set z, then asking for the ones that satisfy a certain property can't create a paradoxical set.

The axiom of foundation also helps us out: it prevents sets from being members of themselves. It also prevents “infinite regress sets” of the form {{{{…}}}} where we don't let it “bottom out”.

So we can see how some of these axioms help with the first of our desiderata: banishing the paradoxes.

On the other hand, the Axiom of Infinity and the Axiom Schema of Replacement (the one that earned Fraenkel his place on the marquee) are there to make sure our set theory isn’t too restrictive. The Axiom of Infinity is obvious: it’s there to give us a big enough set to do stuff with infinity; this seems like an obvious prerequisite for Cantor’s exploration of different-sized infinities. The other one, Replacement, is there to allow us to recreate Cantor’s work on ordinals. Without it, the process of creating infinite ordinals gets stuck much earlier than in naive set theory; you need Replacement to get past a certain obstacle and keep going.

The other axiom worth making a bit of a big deal about is the last one, the Axiom of Choice. This is the “C” in “ZFC”. We will see that this is one of the most controversial axioms, although others have also attracted controversy. Because this is the “what’s good about ZFC?” section, I’ll only mention the positives of the Axiom of Choice. First and foremost: it’s powerful. Lots of things can be proven with choice that you can’t get without it. What’s more, many of the things you can prove are highly intuitive: they seem really obvious; even if you don’t find the axiom itself appealing (which many people do), almost everyone wants vector spaces to always have bases (if those words mean nothing to you, don’t worry, but I promise you that’s an extremely appealing thing), which only happens if the Axiom of Choice is true.

So, ZFC is powerful: powerful enough to recreate much of Cantorian set theory, but without the paradoxes.

Because this is ostensibly a review, let’s pause for a moment here and admire this fact. Georg Cantor came up with a formulation of mathematics that seemed to push to the very edge of human understanding: he found multiple endless towers of rising infinities; he inspected the very foundations of the system of numbers; he proved theorems that most mathematicians before him couldn’t have even imagined. It’s no surprise he was a little cracked, and it’s no surprise the mathematics he used was also a little cracked; how can you hold up a mirror to the multiply-infinite nature of mathematics itself without that mirror cracking?

The story of Cantor is basically a Greek myth: Cantor flew too high; got too close to the fire of the Gods; take your pick. He tried to look at the foundations of number and infinity without first hiding himself in a cleft in the rock, so of course it was all too good to be true.

Cantor’s wings melted, but Zermelo (with assists from Fraenkel, Skolem, von Neumann who contributed the original form of the Axiom of Foundation) offers up instead a pair of asbestos wings. Less powerful than Cantor’s, but still airworthy enough to reveal the vistas that Cantor saw; and robust enough not to melt and send us plummeting into the sea of mathematical paradox.

The other thing I, personally, find striking about ZFC is something that emerges when compared to the other great monument to the strangeness and beauty of our world from the earliest 20th century, quantum mechanics. Quantum mechanics, despite being from the realm of physics rather than the (presumably) more fundamental realm of mathematics, has a much more unchosen quality to it–there are alternative flavours of quantum mechanics, but my impression is that constructing truly other versions of quantum mechanics is much more of a dead end than constructing alternate set theories. ZFC is not forced on us by experiment the way QM is; it has much more of the character of something made by human beings–or at least: chosen by human beings. Perhaps curated. The choice of set theory axioms feels to me to have something in common with gardening: there are real constraints, and real consequences to our choices, but there is an aesthetic vision that guides the choice. A sense of taste. And ZFC, while not strictly to everyone’s taste (as we’ll see below) strikes a delicate balance. There is a certain elegance to it, in the way it both enables truly mind-bending mathematics, and yet doesn’t just brute force assert answers to all of our questions (again, as we’ll see below).

What’s bad about ZFC?

So, after that paean, what could someone object to?

Let’s start with objections that ZFC is too powerful: some of the axioms are too strong, unnecessary, unintuitive.

Finitists reject the Axiom of Infinity. Roughly speaking, while a finitist can accept sets of any finite cardinality, they reject sets of infinite cardinality. A finitist believes in each individual natural number, but not in the set of natural numbers. Most mathematicians aren’t finitists, but I’ll confess to having a soft spot for it; infinity really is pretty weird!

Another axiom to reject is the Power Set Axiom. Nik Weaver is a mathematician who objects on the grounds that it is non-constructive: many of the axioms, like Restricted Comprehension and Foundation, are there to give ZFC an “iterative” character—ZFC lets you build sets out of sets you already have “lying around”, but it doesn’t like to give you sets “out of nowhere”—there are a few times where ZFC stipulates the existence of a set (e.g. the Axiom of Infinity), but mostly it likes you to build using materials already at hand. But when constructing the power set of an infinite set, Weaver thinks ZFC hands you too many sets for free—Weaver suggests that the power set is only sometimes an allowable operation. For example, he suggests the power set of the natural numbers is kosher, and so is its power set, but that we might not want to allow power sets after this point. According to him, most mathematics that is done by non-set-theorists doesn’t actually require anything beyond this point: ZFC gives way more sets than are necessary.

Perhaps the most controversial axiom is the final one, the Axiom of Choice, again often on “constructivist” grounds. Some people feel that without a “natural” way to specify which member of each of an infinite collection of sets to choose, no such choice can be specified. Recall Russell’s quip about socks: if you can’t specify a rule like, “take the left one”, how are we imagining a choice procedure to ever finish?!

It is also the case that the Axiom of Choice has some very strange, unintuitive consequences. Some of you will have heard of the Banach-Tarski paradox, which uses the AoC to take a ball of a certain size, cut it into pieces, and rearrange those pieces only by moving and rotation (i.e., no stretching or anything that should change the shape or size of the pieces) to get two balls of the same volume. Somehow, by chopping it up and moving it around, we get double what we started with. If that seems wrong to you, you are troubled by the Axiom of Choice.

When I first learned set theory, I was told that “everyone thinks the Axiom of Choice is obviously true; the well-ordering principle is obviously false; and who knows about Zorn’s lemma?”—the joke being that each of those is actually equivalent to the Axiom of Choice. Depending on how you present it, peoples’ intuitions respond very differently. So, perhaps an axiom this unintuitive should be treated with skepticism.

Finally, it is often pointed out by those who think ZFC is overpowered, that a surprising amount of mathematics can be done with much weaker machinery. As already noted, Weaver claims that a drastic weakening of the Power Set Axiom is still sufficient for most “practical” mathematical purposes.

The program of reverse mathematics aims to understand how much mathematical sophistication is necessary to prove certain mathematical results. One of the originators of reverse mathematics, Harvey Friedman, formulated a so-called Grand Conjecture that “Every theorem published in the Annals of Mathematics whose statement involves only finitary mathematical objects (i.e., what logicians call an arithmetical statement) can be proved in EFA [a much weaker system than ZFC].”

It can seem that, unless you are doing complicated set theory, ZFC is a nuclear bomb when a hammer will do.

On the other hand, there are ways in which ZFC is underpowered.

Remember Cantor’s frustration at being unable to prove the Continuum Hypothesis? It turns out, he shouldn't have felt too bad about himself: the Continuum Hypothesis is undecidable in ZFC–it cannot be proven either true or false using the axioms of ZFC.

Nevertheless, many mathematicians still believe that the CH is in fact either true or false, and the fact that it's out of reach for ZFC is an indication that ZFC is not strong enough: we should be working with a stronger axiom system. The great logician Godel (whose role in this story I have suppressed for brevity’s sake, unfortunately) believed the CH to be false, and that ZFC wasn't a strong enough axiom system to adequately characterize the universe of sets.

One remarkable fact that supports this point of view is the following:

There are certain infinite cardinal numbers that one can define in terms of various combinatorial properties, but that cannot be proved to exist using the axioms of ZFC. These are called “large cardinals”, and boy howdy, they are large.

Even though these cardinals cannot be proven to exist by ZFC, if one takes the existence of such a cardinal with certain properties as a new axiom, one gets a new, stronger theory: ZFC + your large cardinal axiom. Remarkably, so far these cardinals seem to all have the property that the strengthenings of ZFC that result from them yield a chain of increasing strengths—i.e., these axioms which are motivated by the combinatorial definitions of the large cardinals they assert–definitions which have no obvious connection to the strength of the implied theory–seem nevertheless to create a natural chain of strengthenings of ZFC, almost as if we have stumbled upon a naturally occurring feature of ZFC, that it yields these orderly extensions. Many mathematicians take this as evidence that one of these large cardinal axioms may just be true; that if not ZFC itself, then some particular strengthening of it, is the right strength of axioms.

Final Thoughts

So, what to make of this? Is ZFC too strong? Too weak? Just right? Should you all regard ZFC as the one true foundations of mathematics?

My takeaway is that ZFC is like James Joyce’s Ulysses, or Finnegan's Wake. Those aren't books that most people will get much out of; it would be crazy to say that one “should” read them—and even many who do read and enjoy them will agree that there's much that's extraneous, or baffling. But their very existence is a testament to the human spirit; to our creativity and inventiveness. So too, the average person—even the average mathematician!—doesn't need to know very much about ZFC. For most of us, something much weaker will suffice for our daily demands. But that doesn't mean that ZFC is sterile, a playground for the most logic-brained pedants and nothing more. It's an extraordinary attempt to rescue as much of the foundational-ness of naive set theory as possible while excluding the paradoxes—to keep the freedom and intuition and power of Cantorian set theory but with just enough extra rules to tame it into something lawful.

You don't have to agree that it navigates those pressures in just the right way. You don't have to agree that there is a right way. But I think you do have to admit that ZFC is an elegant solution to those pressures: it is powerful enough to prove arithmetic, and do Cantor’s weird and wonderful things with infinities; but (with the possible exception of the Axiom of Choice) it doesn't just arbitrarily add axioms to get to a certain desired power. While some people feel that the undecidability of the Continuum Hypothesis in ZFC shows that there is yet some natural axiom missing, I kind of feel the opposite: it shows that ZFC didn't put “too much in by hand” and the result is a system that is balanced between two possibilities in a surprisingly beautiful way.

I said before that unlike quantum mechanics, one’s choice of a foundational system of mathematics feels to me to be ultimately a matter of taste. I am not enough of a connoisseur of foundational systems to really discriminate between ZFC and its competitors; my level of snootiness doesn’t rise beyond the equivalent of “ordering the house red”. But one thing about ZFC that appeals to my taste at least, is that it’s a foundation system that still has space for that ambiguity about the Continuum Hypothesis. There’s something ineffably beautiful to me about the fact that the axioms of ZFC don’t totally banish all the mystery from Cantor’s paradise.
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The End of the Six-Month Joke

First it was my credo in the nineteen-sixties, then it had slipped into being joke:
“Xanadu will be done in six months.”
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BACHELOR It happens when people are tired!. You probably haven't siept for a while, have you?

‘YULIA LYURICHEVA Oh o... Herba Tvirinae i in blossom, | grant you, but then it blooms every year. Every year the Steppe isfiled with s stupefying vapours. The issue |
am having, however, has nothing to dlo with fatigue or perplexity. It s just that Ive lost my abilty to make distinctive events coincide.

Everyone has that abilty.

You don't scem to understand what I'm saying. Let me clucidate: a single word someone utters may precipitate the birth of their
oown murderer. This line of philosophising is barely an intellectual novelty, and it is particularly relevant in our neck of the woods. |
sometimes feel like | could touch the notions of cause and effect with the tips of my fingers. .. But now | am being tedious, I reckon.

Notat all.
I'msorry to say, but yes, you are a bit tedious.
Yulia Lyuricheva
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the universe, and the human race, were created by a God who somehow already
existed.

\d God said, Let there be light: and ther

God then goes on to make Eve, she and Adam are expelled from the Garden, they.
have sons who somehow meet other women and populate the earth.

There are interesting variants. For instance,in one of the Apocrypha (The Alphabet
of Ben Sira?), it s stated that the first woman is Llith, who refuses o to accept a sex-
on-the-hottom position, and to whom Adam grants equality~

But equality i insufficient, and Llith leaves quickly. The Lilith story i titillating to
‘many with different axes to grind. There is so litdle authoritative information about
Lilith that she can be used to support many different ideas. (She even appears in
George Bernard Shaw's play "Back to Methuselah.")

Of course, few educated people accept the six-day, Adam-and-Eve account today. It
has become lterature and myth, and even jokes. Sample joke (from the computer
world):

“How was God able to create the universe in only six days."
Answer: "He didn't have an installed base."

(Meaning that there was nothing already there that had to connect to the new.
universe)

‘THE FLOOD.

‘The different Bibles contain stories that were also kicking around separately in the.
e e e e s el S e i
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In the early sixties I tried to tell everybody my vision--
‘Soon we’ll be reading and writing on computer screens.
'And there'll be new forms of publication for the screen.
‘And you’ll be able to call up any document out of millions.
'And everyone will be able to publish in this new medium.
'And there'll be many new kinds of connection among them.
‘And you’ll be able to see every quotation in its original context.
'And you'll be able to quote without limit without permission.
‘And there’ll be an automatic royalty to each author for the part they wrote.'

And in the mid-1990s, after Mosaic and the World Wide Web came out, people
I'd talked to earlier would say--

'Oh, I get it, that's what you were talking about!'
And I would say,

"NO! That is NOT it!"
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Introduction of inner-story narrator
"Iwent down to St. James Infirmary..."
"Seventeen coal-black horses..."

"Let hergo..."

"When I die, just bury me..."

"I want six crap-shooters..."

"Another shot of booze..."
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I'll be back with a longer post on Sunday but for now:

1.

N

Another round of matchmaking is open—we have ~400 people signed up and I'd
love to double that :) (It’s $5 but I'm happy to refund you if we can’t match you or

you're unhappy)

. 'm doing a matchmaking party at Green Apple Books on February 10th—please

register if you're interested! | opened it up to paid subscribers first and we've filled
around half the spots. I'm trying to make it demographically balanced based on
existing attendees so I won’t be able approve all the signups, but there will be
more in the future and I will give you first priority if you sign up and I can’t get

you in this time.
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Author, Year

Descriptive Summary of Adverse Effects

Fahey and Brown,
1973

O’Shea and Winkler,
1974

Kuipers et al., 1991
Bhasin et al., 1996
Brown et al., 1999
Giorgi et al., 1999

King et al., 1999

Broeder et al., 2000

Van Gammeren et al.,
2001

Rogerson et al., 2007

Ostojic et al., 2010
Hildreth et al., 2013

Granados et al., 2014

In AAS group: 1 transient water retention, 1 rash, 1 severe local reaction
No change in serum cortisol, liver-associated enzymes, or creatine kinase

No significant changes in lipids, liver associated enzymes, or blood pressure
No significant changes per multidimensional anger inventory, mood inventory, or observer mood inventory
No significant changes in lipids, liver-associated enzymes, or hematocrit

In AAS group: Hiccups >10 min in 2; average elevation in systolic blood pressure of 10 mm Hg; 2 with
hereditary frontal alopecia increases; 2 with muscle tightness; mild libido increase; 1 with acne,
1 with mood change

In AAS group: significant lowering of HDL-C by 11.9% (P < 0.05); otherwise no difference lipids or
liver-associated enzymes

Lipids: Placebo (LDL/HDL)/(apoA/apoB) decreased 12.3%, whereas for AAS group it increased 7.7%,
P = 0.05. HDL-C decreased in AAS group by mean 0.07 mmol'L ™", whereas HDL-C increased for
placebo group by 0.06 mmol-L ™"

No significant differences within or between groups for vigor or fatigue as determined by POMS checklist
(Profile of Mood States)

Acne in 6 of 9 in AAS group and 5 of 7 in placebo group; severe moodiness/irritability in 6 of 9 in AAS
group while mild moodinessiirritability in 6 of 7 in placebo group. 7 of 9 in AAS group had libido
changes (decrease in week 1 followed by increase in week 3 and beyond). Nipple tenderness in 5
of 9 of AAS group. Decreased testicular size in 3 of 9 in AAS group

““No athletes reported any vexatious side effects of supplementation’’

Significant increase in hematocrit (17% increase in AAS group vs. 3% increase in placebo) and decrease
in total cardiovascular events (4% in AAS group vs 11% in placebo)

3 (38%) of 8 in placebo group and 6 (67%) of 9 in AAS group reported adverse responses to the study
protocol, including: acne, headache, muscle cramping, dehydration, mood swings. Frequency of
symptoms did not differ significantly between groups. AAS group exhibited significant reductions in HDL
(P = 0.001), significant elevations in LDL (P = 0.001), and significant elevations in both LDL/HDL ratio
(P = 0.001) and total cholesterol/HDL ratio (P = 0.001). AAS group exhibited significant increase in
serum creatinine, AST, and ALT and a significant decrease in albumin and alkaline phosphatase

Studies not listed did not comment on the presence or absence of adverse effects. AAS, anabolic-androgenic steroids; HDL, high density lipoprotein;

DL T deis






OEBPS/img/f13a555a4f1d66fa.jpg





OEBPS/img/6f2cb3893e48559d.jpg





OEBPS/img/0e5b75aa8bda22ae.jpg





OEBPS/img/cd847133a62d861f.jpg
SO A AR SO A RSO Z
WS N 7
&y "“‘.."'L\"..""“
Av.vt LTINS RN
mms%&wmuwm%mswm
LI I AL
BONan QY B QY BN en S
RSP RSP A
(> ) (>
ey Mcqsitay Micqahisy
XS0 B XSl S A xS el
< 9,
R RN SR R RS
S .»u*nom
LA
B
2 RA SR SIS
XA SRXHASE CRXES
R PRI PRI
SRR AR AR >
PRSP HPAZR
W82y, W g7y, M gN
S R
ATSAATAIMATD






OEBPS/img/f9038dc40314312a.jpg





OEBPS/img/f2ec693c020f552c.jpg
AT, motor Boatworks Fisor Ishmact

When attacked by skils that

Stagger Threshold by the

At5+@ 0 Count, Coin
Power +1

| (OnHit ifict+3 @ <10 @‘
trigger TremorBurst, raisethe | " = )
|

effect's Potency.

 [OnHit] Gain +2 @110

Attheend of the tur, reduce % Count

Lhecwnlbﬂ

V R

 When hit by an attack, take
fixed SP damage by the

7" (OnHi Infict 6 ¥ 0

JfonHi Inict3 ¥ 0 e
Lo nexttum

ied Thing-Shield

n lonnnlmmm er

@ fon nm e

¥ When attacked by skilsthat
| tigger Tremor Burst eise the
J\‘ _ Stagger Thresnold by the
. effect’s Potency.
Atthe end of the turn, reduce
. the Count by 1

0k}

e ]






OEBPS/img/ec63dd7380b848f6.jpg





OEBPS/img/167de142f879d2a0.jpg
Jul 11,2023
inally! A reason to justify the EE degree &

Loved this. Great way of reframing this age old question.

o Nat Eliason & @nateliason - Jul 10, 2023
Prove you can do hard things

When a teenager asks why they need to learn calcult

say?

I @KivaDickinson - Jul 20, 2023
Iloved this

(<]

1 used to joke that | got a 98% on my final stats exam and 52% on my finz
calc exam in high school, taught by the same teacher

Nobody has been able to convince me that it mattered until what you jus
wrote

Going to share this regularly
o o

il 82

5:30 PM - Jul 10, 2023 - 2,887 Views

n Os A

- Jul 11,2023

- This is great advice for teens and parents!

o Nat Eliason & @nateliason - Jul 10, 2023
Prove you can do hard things

When a teenager asks why they need to learn calculus, what shou

say?

@ @FoundationD... - Jul 20,2023 ¢
Similar thing with learning Latin. It proves you can do hard things.

Q 2 Q1 i 74
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I'm unable to generate the requested image because it does not align with the content policy for
image creation. If you'd like, you can adjust your request, and I'll do my best to assist. Let me
know how you'd like to proceed!

I O PO

It's misaligned, huh? Well, what kind of adjustment does it need in
order to meet the content policy?

The misalignment with the content policy likely stems from the combination of elements in the
scene that might appear unsettling or surreal in a way that could be interpreted as violating
guidelines related to sensitive or inappropriate imagery. Specifically, the depiction of people
slipping into a large depression and the surreal aspect of a giant Barbie doll head might be
flagged as problematic.

To adjust the request to meet content policy:

1. Remove or alter the depiction of people slipping into the hole: Instead, you could request
an empty cone-shaped depression in sandy soil without the people to make it less dramatic
or concerning.

2. Simplify or change the bottom element: Instead of a giant Barbie doll head, you might
replace it with an abstract object, like a large colorful boulder, or describe something more

neutral like an ancient artifact. &





OEBPS/img/c39be9229de2bac6.jpg
1, Sasha Chapin @

The steelman of "everyone has trauma is "~everyone has experiences
and feelings they disown, and when your consciousness is organized
around avoiding disowned things, you live in avoidant tension, which is
grindy and awful"

9:40 PM - Nov 4, 2023 - 20.4K Views
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"Did you know that from the first
Rubbermaid products to the most recently
molded budget-friendly trashcan, every
single item to roll off the production floor
had a small amount of ground-up Catholic
relic content? It didn't (as far as | can

prove, anyway). But it might as well have.
They have never once made a bad thing.

Not once! Not ever! Every single broom
handle, scrubby brush, or stainless steel
travel tumbler has been at least 50%
underpriced compared to the quality. And
that quality? It's like a diet coke at the end
of a long day's accounting, as consumed by
a moderately depressed late-thirties man
trying to replace satisfaction of self with
carbonation. It's adequate, it's everything,
and it's doing the job just fine."
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the smoke rise from between her painted
red lips. She's beautiful...

I have bad news for you.

YOU - What?

VOLITION ~ You know these guys?

LOGIC [Challenging: Success] — Who, me?
DRAMA [Trmal Su ess] Yes, you. He's

info -~ you

Al
- Oh mygod.

¥
Wh

3,- I knew something was off...
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Male Mean @

Male SD
d=0.42 (small)
Female Mean overlap = 83%
Export CSV
Eemele D More feminine More masculine
Use Standard Error

this boy will be more this girl will be more

feminine than most boys, masculine than most girls,

Male ND most girls AND most boys

-20 0 20

-20 0 20

34% of the males are more female-like than the 34% of the females are more male-like than the
average female average male
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In any other situation, a conaition with impaired cognition, psychotic symptoms,
emotional instability that impaired normal functioning, and associated addictions/
obsessions would qualify as a mental disorder. So again, which mental disorder is it?

This post is about the possibility that it might be trauma.
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motion
THW ban employers from accessing the criminal records of prospective employees
means for round 1 (OG/OO/CGICO)

14000 16000 1.2500 1.7500
p-value for round 1

07269
Hypothesis not rejected at the 5% significance level.
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Two-source Hypothesis
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Gullasaurus @GullGlaucous - Apr 8 -
This isn't good evidence. How does she know it's not her prior beliefs
about the effect of hormone therapy which are actually the causal factor?

Q1 a Q20 thi 2K N &
Alexa Kistler o
@AllectraKist

| asked her about this because | didn't want to believe it, especially being
an estrogen-haver myself. But she was raised by a strong single mom
type to fully believe that it was ALL nurture, and had the belief that
hormones were going to have physiological, not mental, effects

6:20 PM - Apr 8, 2025 - 1,638 Views
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53
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(it’s also worth saying that i am talking specifically about groups that have members of
both genders. groups that are just women function very differently than low-ratio
groups, & i hear reports that the same thing holds for groups of men, mutatis

mutandis.)
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When things get hard, a part of me is always running that question,
and evaluating a conflict for “should | break up because of this”. I'm
never just having a conflict, I'm also trying to decide if this conflict is
worth the relationship. But with the time boxed setup of this rela-
tionship, where we “committed” for a certain length of time, | found
that | was able to just have conflicts. | dedicated myself to making
the relationship work no matter what, for three months. This allowed
me to give the conflicts my all, to try way harder than | would have
otherwise, to remain undistracted by the evaluation process of ‘does
the intensity of this conflict mean this relationship isn't worth it’. And
this was awesome. | learned a lot about myself, and grew much more
optimistic about being able to make a very serious relationship work
long-term in the future.





OEBPS/img/86e66b289f0c3b75.jpg





OEBPS/img/27cbd25483f306ec.jpg
|






OEBPS/img/b6f7dc0a710d505f.jpg
W&

==






OEBPS/img/47bb84b42d6b3a14.jpg





OEBPS/img/7b57238a5e7c6822.jpg





OEBPS/img/4a50a8f37a9c6d43.jpg
CHAN GE
()13
; HEART

a LUCALLOLL

CLAIRE

s :Eoreword by Berme Slegel D,





OEBPS/img/e39b8b5af4c8a65d.jpg





OEBPS/img/6c58ce61d33905df.jpg
GHIBLI FiLm

KIRSTEN JANEANE PHIL DEBBIE
DUNST  GAROFALO. HARTMAN REYNOLDS

hihl

DELIVERY SERVICE

FROM ACADEMY AWARD -WINNING-DIRECTOR
HAYAO MIYAZAKI =






OEBPS/img/7a985214b1510e87.jpg





OEBPS/img/8ff37285a9bfa84c.jpg





OEBPS/img/1c8904902acbdc89.jpg





OEBPS/img/aecf593a39edf18e.jpg
MARTY
ROBBINS

SONG OF THE BANDIT

STREETS OF LAREDO
SAN ANGELO
FIVE BROTHERS

I'VE GOT N0 USE FoR
THE WOMEN

2






OEBPS/img/a5e032c83a4761db.jpg





OEBPS/img/0a0a98ae4f81d342.jpg





OEBPS/img/cab243fd799a1cde.jpg





OEBPS/img/f2d03083acce8154.jpg
Everyone knows politics makes people crazy. But what kind of crazy? Which page oi
the DSM is it on?
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TABLE 1 Four formal criteria relevant to the assessment of the SPM hypothesis

DETECTABILITY: If an animal displays memory of some previous experience, a change in
synaptic efficacy should be detectable somewhere in its nervous system.

MIMICRY: Conversely, if it were possible to induce the same spatial pattern of synaptic
weight changes artificially, the animal should display ‘apparent’ memory for some past
experience which did not in practice occur.

ANTEROGRADE ALTERATION: Interventions that prevent the induction of synaptic weight
changes during a learning experience should impair the animal’s memory of that experience.
RETROGRADE ALTERATION: Interventions that alter the spatial distribution of synaptic
wieghts induced by a prior learning experience (see detectability) should alter the animal’s
memory of that experience.
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Now, I'm not necessarily arguing that people shouldn't have reacted
in horror. | think probably rejecting my upbringing as ‘deeply not
right’ was super important for integrating into a healthier perspec-
tive, and | think to some extent suffering from an updated narrative
was inevitable - but | do wish deeply, at some point, that someone
would have told me to not make it special. | wish someone would
have told me that | should feel and process whatever pain | need to
feel, but to refuse to give it an identity, to refuse to make it part of me
| wish at least one person would not have reacted with horror. | wish
someone had told me this didn’t need to be a story about the poor
abused Christian girl who must feel the way a poor abused Christian
girl should feel.
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"In conclusion - you're ill. You're an old, insane
man. And you have to be in hell until the end of
your life. And I have to go to Mirova."

YOU - "What do you mean by insane?"
DOLORES DEI - "You know what I mean..."
YOU - "Everyone gets a little down."

DOLORES DEI - "A little down? You've worked
there for so long you can't even talk like a normal

person anymore! It's always lists with you.

*Questions*."

REACTION SPEED [Medium: Success| — Questions?
Did someone say questions?

YOU - "I don't have lists." (Lie.)
DOLORES DEI - "This is another list isn't it?"

1.-"No" (Lie.)
2.-"Yes, but it's not possible to talk without
trees."

3. - "Lists are absolutely normal. Everyone has
them. You just list everything you want to ask."
4.-"But]like my lists."
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Adam Hess @
@adamhess1

Took 28 years to realise that no matter
what the meeting is about, if you
randomly chime in with 'it's just about
finding that balance' people will
always agree.
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Thirdly, my dating experiment gave me the cool sensation of dedi-
cating loyalty to a romantic partner.
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just got so emotional at this i started sobbing what the fuck do you
mean the voros twins have experienced sadness

& DAVINKI

Today is 4 years since our Dad passed away. W think of him everyday and
miss him lots! He was the best Dad ever! % @
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The standard ‘highbrow/lowbrow’ distinction is basically just a slider on
the third variable. Similar to improving at an instrument with practice,
the process of considered experience and reflection of art allows a
broader and more textured perception and integration of deployed
mechanics.

3:02 PM - Dec 5, 2024 - 133 Views
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Is ANYTHING rubbermaid makes

rubbermaid is an incredible company

9:41PM

N /522, 9:42 PM
Best budget steel coffee cup, one with a
great lid closure mechanism and made
from quality components with a high
degree of precision? Rubbermaid, like $8

Best ice trays? Rubbermaid, enough
flexibility to get the cubes out but a high
enough quality plastic they never, ever
crack/break/cold fatigue

. S /522, 9:42 PM

e s/16/22, 5:31PM

‘ if it gets too "live" you can putitina
rubbermaid with an inch or so of water
with a towel over it like a halloween ghost
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Others have pointed out that this is the same as a shidauch (matchmaking) resume in
Orthodox Judaism and other traditional cultures, and so passes the Cultural Evolution Test





OEBPS/img/3c28133779a7d081.jpg





OEBPS/img/d374a1d42d571108.jpg
Comments per post

1200
SSCera April 2016 peak . ACX era
e ®  engagement
500 ol
60 .
1 o] e
a0 o
o)
¥ 1 “Why Do I Suck”
200
Candidate dates for published
S5 ‘Golden Age’ .
w1 w6 200 w9 om0 2m w2 wm oM 25 W






OEBPS/img/13586af220e01cf7.jpg





OEBPS/img/a21221bf36a8ff3f.jpg
PUBLIC REPOSITORY SYSTEM

G WITH PLURALISTIC RE-USE,
: publication by users
Stic
UNIFIED TISSUE OF STORAGE, EVER-EXPANDING
Contents distributed across DIFFERENT STORAGE STATIONS
%I/V—_:/A_—_—J throughout the world

STATION
(public storage and access node)
From Literary Machines 87 1.





OEBPS/img/c0d5aac9b0c3b28a.jpg
Muscles worked during
gymnastics highlighted in red.
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Spring Mathematics Student Achievement Percentiles, continued

P K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 P
50 157 176 189 201 211 219 223 227 230 230 232 234 234 60
51157 177 190 201 211 219 223 227 231 231 233 235 235 51
52 158 177 190 202 211 220 224 228 231 231 233 235 235 52
53 158 177 130 202 212 220 224 228 232 232 234 236 236 53
54 158 178 131 202 212 220 225 220 232 232 235 236 237 54
55 150 178 191 203 212 221 225 220 233 233 235 207 237 65
5 150 178 131 203 213 221 226 230 233 233 236 236 238 56
57 159 179 192 204 213 222 226 230 234 234 236 238 239 57
58 160 179 192 204 214 222 226 230 234 234 237 239 239 58
59 160 179 192 204 214 223 227 231 235 235 237 239 240 59
60 160 180 133 205 214 223 227 231 235 235 238 240 240 60
61 160 180 193 205 215 223 228 232 236 236 238 240 241 61
62 161 180 194 205 215 224 228 232 236 236 239 241 242 62
63 161 181 194 206 216 224 229 233 237 237 239 241 242 63
64 161 181 194 206 216 225 229 233 237 237 240 242 243 64
65 162 181 195 207 217 225 230 234 238 238 241 243 244 G5
66 162 162 195 207 217 226 230 234 239 239 241 243 244 66
67 162 182 195 207 217 226 231 235 239 239 242 244 245 67
68 163 183 196 208 218 227 231 235 240 240 242 244 246 68
69 163 183 196 208 218 227 232 236 240 240 243 245 246 69
70 163 183 196 208 219 228 232 236 241 241 244 246 247 70
71 164 184 197 200 219 228 233 207 241 241 244 246 248 71
72 164 184 197 200 220 228 233 208 242 242 245 247 249 72
73 164 184 198 210 220 229 234 208 243 243 245 248 249 73
74 165 185 198 210 221 229 234 209 243 243 246 248 250 74
75 165 185 198 211 221 230 235 239 244 244 247 249 251 75
76 166 186 199 211 222 231 235 240 244 245 247 250 252 76
77 166 186 199 211 222 231 236 240 245 245 248 250 252 77
78 166 187 200 212 223 232 236 241 246 246 249 251 253 78
78 167 187 200 212 223 232 207 242 245 247 250 252 254 79
80 167 187 201 213 226 233 238 242 247 247 250 252 256 80
81 168 188 201 213 224 233 238 243 248 248 251 253 256 81
82 168 188 202 214 225 234 239 204 249 249 252 254 257 62
83 169 189 202 215 225 235 240 244 249 250 253 255 258 63
84 169 190 203 215 226 235 240 245 250 251 254 256 259 84
85 170 190 203 216 227 236 241 245 251 251 254 257 260 85
8 170 191 204 216 227 237 242 247 252 252 255 256 261 86
87 171 191 205 217 226 238 243 248 253 253 256 259 262 67
8 171 192 205 218 220 238 243 249 254 254 257 260 263 88
89 172 193 206 218 220 239 244 250 255 255 258 261 264 89
90 173 193 207 219 230 240 245 251 256 256 260 262 266 90
1 173 194 207 220 231 241 246 252 257 258 261 263 267 91

%2

9

%

92 174 195 208 221 232 242 247 250 258 259 262 265 269
93 175 195 209 222 230 243 249 254 260 260 264 266 271

94 176 197 210 223 235 245 250 256 261 262 265 268 272

95 177 198 212 224 236 246 252 257 263 264 267 270 275 95
9 178 199 213 226 238 248 253 259 265 266 270 272 277 96
97 180 201 215 228 240 250 256 262 268 269 272 275 281 97
98 182 203 217 230 242 253 259 265 271 272 276 279 285 98
99 185 207 221 234 247 258 264 270 277 278 282 285 291 99
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Cognitive dissonance is an uncomfortable feeling caused by holding two conflicting ideas simultaneously.
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tsundere dandere yandere

- ‘i'm not jealous but’ - shy af at the beginning - holy SHIT fucking insane

- they ARE jealous - after u get to know them, - but nobody knows this

- won’t deal w/ your bullshit shit goes wild - has probably already killed

- but once u get to know - very kawaiiiii also v smart somel in the bloodiest way
them, they will - graduated from uni at the - lacks impulse control

- best at keeping grudges ageof 14 - good at hiding it

tagurself.tumblr.com

kuudere moeblob genki
- calm, serious, chill, no panic - very average in everything - HIGH ON LIFE
- has never laughed - generally v pokeable cheeks - puts red bull in their coffee
- SARCASM - cute but plain - always running; would def
- 50 sassy it makes ppl cry - #MoeblobProtectionSquad win at the olympics
- sometimes they can smile - used as an arm rest - misunderstood by ppl

- class president - doesnt know what sex is - keep sugar away from them
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Doctoral Degrees by Field & Gender 2018-2019

Public Admin 73.6%
Health/Med Sciences 71%
Education 68.4%
Social/Behavioral Science 61%
Arts/Humanities 51.9%
Biological/Agricultural Sciences 51.4%
Business 46.7%
Physical/Earth Sciences 35.1%
Math/Comp Sciences 26.8%
Engineering 25.1%
0% 25% 50%

M Female M Male

75% 100%

Source: Council of Graduate Schools
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TIL while “instant mashed potatoes” tend to be associated with
modern and instant foods, the process of drying and grinding
starchy vegetables for storage goes back to ancient times. The
Incas made a freeze-dried potato food called chufio and Japanese
Ainu cuisine also uses ground and dried potatoes.
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It you delete the intricacy of human romantic/sexual relationships between sentient
partners—then the peak complexity of the human species goes down. The most complex
fun thing you can o, has its pleasure surgically detached and redirected to something
simpler.

P eall st a ot step i the wibiin directivh.
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Alexa Kistler
! @AllectraKist

| asked a trans friend about her experience with the extent to which
“difficulty negotiating salary” is socialized and she said its all just
hormones. She said she used to believe gender stuff was all nurture,
then took estrogen and suddenly does not want to ask for a raise

:58 AM - Apr 7, 2025 - 96K Views
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I'was hooked. I kept working with this coaching, as an assistant. The structure was
that a man would stand before me, and we'd stare at each other. Then the coach would
come around and give small corrections and feedback. “It seems like you’re cut off’
from your stomach,” the coach would say. “Move your shoulders up and back.” The guy
would move his shoulders. “Relax your butthole.” The guy’s butthole presumably
unclenched. “Did your mom do this to you?” the coach would ask. “You're searching

for her approval

P o

it’s okay to feel this”, “say it again but into the ground,” he would
say. At one point I heard him say “Bite me, bitch.” The coach was weird and charming;
a 32-year-old broad shouldered man inexplicably wearing a backwards baseball cap.

He seemed to straddle the line between random wildness and uncanny perceptivity.
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things come to mind...

1.- "FUCK THE POLICE"

2.- "ILOVE YOU CUNO"

3.- "MOTHER OF ALL
WALLS"

4.- "WHAT SHADOW LIES
THERE, BENEATH THE
BRIGHT GLEAM" |

5.- (Draw a 3,500 year old
pictogram of a human
being.)

6.- "SOMETHING
BEAUTIFUL IS GOING TO
HAPPEN"

7.- "NO PARKING"

8.- Let the wall remain blank.

For now. [Leave.]
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shortcomings honestly. In my marriage, | was baffled by some difficulties Cate and |
were having, until I realized that I was facing standard attachment issues—this is my
first time being the more anxiously attached partner in a serious relationship, and I

didn’t have inner software built for that. I think before realizing this, I wasn’t looking
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EXPLORATION TECHNOLOGIES

REVOLUTIONIZING ACCESS TO SPACE

THE FALCON FAMILY OF LAUNGH VEHICLES IS INTENDED TO PROVIDE:
» THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF DESIGN RELIABILITY
» THE MOST BENIGN FLIGHT ENVIRONMENT
» A LONG TERM REDUCTION IN COST BY A FACTOR OF TEN

LEARN MORE ABOUT SPACEX

NEWS UPDATES

= Taking a cheap shot at space

» Start-Up Rocket Firm On Track for 2003
Launch

+ Spacex Performs First Rocket Engine Firing

© FALCON OVERVIEW

Try the Falcon rocket explorer and
leam how the launch vehicle is
designed to provide exceptional
reliability while simultaneously
reducing cost

(C) COPYRIGHT 2002 SPACE EXPLORATION TECHNOLOGIES CORPORATION. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
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Figure 8. Complete Recovery from Desensitization by Nicotine
Takes more than an Hour

(A) Diagram of experimental design where nicotine concentration is
plotted versus time. (B) IPSC frequency responses to 1 1M nicotine
are plotted versus the time after a 10 min 250 nM nicotine pretreat-
ment. The responses are normalized to the control increase of spon-
taneous IPSC frequency by nicotine, as described in Figure 2. Note
that during the first 13 min after the 250 nM application, nicotine is
unable to affect spontaneous IPSC frequency. The solid line is an
exponential function fit to the data (r = 20 min).

Inputs to VTA dopamine neuron
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(% control)

0 increased firing threshold
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Figure 9. Excitatory and Inhibitory Inputs to VTA DA Neurons Have
a Different Time Course of Activity in Response to Nicotine Concen-
trations in a Smoker’s Arterial Blood

The upper diagram depicts the changes in activity of the different
VTA cell types following nicotine exposure. The middle panel sche-
matizes the relative activity of GABAergic and glutamatergic inputs
to VTA DA neurons during a physiologically relevant nicotine con-
centration profile, as depicted in the lower panel. Time course of
nicotine concentrations measured in smoker’s arterial blood during
cigarette smoking is adapted from Henningfield et al. (1993).
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g AM
paper towels get things cleaner, they make the job go faster, ect.
OK, so more specific interest:

1. Rubbermaid is the best company of any kind on earth. Some people make better individual products (Zep's spray
bottles) but as a general rule anything from rubbermaid is excellent
2. Odoban can be used for literally anything. Laundry. Smelly drains.
3. There's only two drain-unplugger chemicals that work well, and both of them are dangerous to use
4. There's only four drain unplugger tools that work: Small plunger, full plunger, orange spiky guy, and full drain snake
o 2/27/25, 11:33 AM RO

This is theggillkcontent | hang out here for
w1 @
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This House Believes that US involvement in Panama has
benefitted Panama
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[T ——
blasting from the speskers,

YOU - T have become Dance the desroyer
ofworlde?

KIMKITSURAGI - “Good for you!" He looks
around the church ball. Rock on, then.

YOU - “Hey! T ealled you o dancet”

KIM KITSURAGI - ‘What*

AUTHORITY [Legendary: Success] - Wha's
the ne i charge? You arel

1.+ Licutenant am only going o pul rank.
on you one time. And tha time is NOWE"
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Maybe the word "trauma” is too loaded for this discussion. Let's stick to another word,

“splitting” which I think is more precise and less contentious.

It's important to remember that suffering is relative. Nothing determines what real
suffering is except your mind; there is no other test. Sometimes you might feel as if
you don’t have a right to call your suffering “suffering”, because you're not a former
child soldier, and you aren’t in extreme poverty. That’s not how it works. Relatively

privileged people who commit suicide have real despair and die in real life.

No matter who you are, there are experiences and emotions that can fuck you up a bit
—enough that you don’t want to think of them, enough that they’re marked as off-
limits in your consciousness. They're humiliating, intensely tragic, too much to take.
They are not part of the self-image you'd like to have, the unblemished, heroic version
of you that seems like a good object to pin self-esteem on. So you do what you can to
not think about them. You put them over there in your mind, in a dusty corner. The
experiences become partially severed from your day-to-day thoughts, fragmented from

the main channel of your experience.

That’s all we're talking about, that’s splitting: you split certain painful things off.
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motion
THBT juries should not convict criminals who act in the public interest
means for round 4

07500 1.8500 1.0500 2.3500
p-value for round 4

1.2640%10-8
Hypothesis rejected at all reasonable significance levels.
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People discuss members of the other gender who are particularly salient to them
—for instance, very attractive people, or the kind of person who is most likely to
approach you. Then cross-gender eavesdroppers read these discussions as if the
women are discussing men in general (or as if the men are discussing women in
general, mutatis mutandis, god this is gonna be confusing to write). This is pretty
understandable because the discussion is usually phrased as “men do x” or
“women do y” but it doesn’t work. The biggest failure mode is that cross-gender
eavesdroppers lean hard into not doing the things that salient people do, when
those cross-gender eavesdroppers might be better served by thinking, “Huh, these
are the kind of men/women that women/men think about & talk about. Are there

ways it would be helpful for me to be more like them?”
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Art works by leveraging the mechanics of a given medium to create
meaningful experiences for an audience. This is in turn bounded by three
things:

—> The nature of what those mechanics are capable of emphasizing
—> The artist’s facility with those mechanics

—> The audience’s ability to meaningfully perceive how the artist is
deploying the mechanics.

3:00 PM - Dec 5, 2024 - 113 Views
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I have this line in my novel draft that goes, All the men I knew were trying to solve space
travel and I was trying to solve heterosexual relations, which in my opinion was a harder
problem. It’s flippant, but I think there’s a reason no one ever brings up, “What's the
point of the institution of marriage?” up as a topic at the dinner table. No one believ
we could solve marriage, and yet we all go into marriage believing that we individuall

have solved it, or at least can make a serious attempt to.
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Sign-tracking Goal-tracking

Figure 1.
Representative frames from a videotape of a rat engaged in (A) a sign-tracking CR or (B) a
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Okay everyone, now
listen carefully! | don'’t
want you to end up
with four different

versions of this!
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“..AND REMEMBER, BOYS
AND GIRLS, YOUR SCHOOL - LIKE OUR
COUNTRY -5 MADE UP OF AMERICANS OF
MANY DIFFERENT RACES, RELIGIONS
AND NATIONAL ORIGINS. SO...

.if YOU hear anybody talk against a
schoolmate or anyone else because of his
religion, race or national origin-don’t wait:
tell him THAT KIND OF TALK IS UN-AMERICAN.

HELP KEEP YOUR SCHOOL ALL AMERICAN!
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If you read both SSC and ACX, how do you think the contents / articles compare?

2,624 responses

@ | preferred SSC

@ Aboutthe same

® | prefer ACX

@ Ignore - | havent read both blogs.
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algorithmic feeds are the first at-scale
misaligned Als

12:58 PM - 27 Dec 24 - 1.2M Views
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As an aside, | do find this kind of amusing. Getting paid for sex places women into a
traditionally masculine role - they become the pursuer, trying to extract something
they want from the opposite gender, competing amongst themselves to be the most
attractive to otherwise uninterested targets. In a sense, this forced masculine areas of
the internet into adopting defensive feminine norms, as they banned any ‘predatory’

behiavior and dtatted sonallyderiding anyallersashaing gross ot embareassing.
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is Mario Bros. (Game & Watch) a distinct entry in the Super Mario series? *

yes

) unsure
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Donkey Kong Jr. + Jr. Sansu Lesson

@

The title of this article is official, but it comes from a Japanese source. ]
lo.

Donkey Kong Jr. + Jr. Sansi Lesson, simply
referred to as Donkey Kong Jr. on the title
screen, is the pack-in game for the Sharp C1
Famicom TV, a combined television and Family
Computer unit released in October 1983, only a
few months after the original Famicom.! It is a
compilation of the games Donkey Kong Jr. and
a prototype of Donkey Kong Jr. Math; the latter
game would not be released until December 12,

Donkey Kong Jr. + Jr. Sansa Lesson

1983.12] Despite being a compilation of the two
games, it only contains half of the 1-and 2-
Player game modes from Donkey Kong Jr. and SHARP CORPORATION
the +-x+ Exercise mode from Donkey Kong Jr. MADE IN JAPAN
Math.1? Its cartridge is the first Famicom

NINTENDO CO.LTD.

The game's ttle screen.
cartridge to not use the "pulse” label.

Developer Nintendo
Contents [hide] Publisher Nintendo, Sharp
1 Differences between versions Platform Family Computer
112 Bonkay:Kang Jr Releasedate  Family Computer
1.2 Donkey Kong Jr. Math s
2 Gallery
Genre Platformer, educational
3 Names in other languages
Format Famicom:

4 References
[ Cartridge:
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‘ /25, 8:38 PM

It did indeed arrive. Thank you. I'll sweep with it tomorrow.

A 3/5/25, 9:42 PM

Huzzah!

March 6, 2025

S : /25, 10:44 A1
‘ On first sight, this broom is on the wide side, in both handle and brush. It looks heavier than it is - the handle is just heavy
enough to feel at all solid in the hands. The width is better for large square rooms than small complicated spaces.

On wood, the broom both hugs and glides over the floor, making long smooth sweeping motions possible without losing what
the broom has carried with it. The wide corn brush really shines there. On kitchen tile, the broom performs adequately, but
doesn't feel special like it does on wood.

Overall, the broom is entirely functional, living up to its name as a warehouse broom. But it isn't more than that; the handle
doesn't feel flimsy in any way, but it doesn't look or feel high quality either.

I 3/6/25, 11:02 AM
Rad, that works great

One followup question: If you bought this broom without all the hooplah, what are the chances you'd feel at least okay about it,
not veering into negatives at all, regardless of how high the ceiling was? Here | sort of mean to get at if you bought it, would you
feel it was a mistake

| would not feel it was a mistake. Functional, no evidence the thing will fall apart soon.

/25, 11:04 AM
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Super Mario Bros. (NES, 1985)

Super Mario Bros.: The Lost Levels (NES, 1986)
Super Mario USA (NES, 1988)

Super Mario Bros. 3 (NES, 1988)

Super Mario Land (Game Boy, 1989)

Super Mario World (SNES, 1990)

Super Mario Land 2: 6 Golden Coins (Game Boy, 1992)
Super Mario 64 (Nintendo 64, 1996)

Super Mario Sunshine (GameCube, 2002)

New Super Mario Bros. (DS, 2006)

Super Mario Galaxy (Wii, 2007)

New Super Mario Bros. Wii (Wii, 2009)

Super Mario Galaxy 2 (Wii, 2010)

Super Mario 3D Land (3DS, 2011)

New Super Mario Bros. 2 (3D, 2012)

New Super Mario Bros. U (Wii U, 2012)

Super Mario 3D World (Wii U, 2013)

Super Mario Odyssey (Switch, 2017)

Super Mario Bros. Wonder (Switch, 2023)
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It is a revelation to compare the Don Quixote of Pierre Menard with
that of Miguel de Cervantes. Cervantes, for example, wrote the following
(Part I, Chapter IX):

. . . truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, wit-
ness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s
counselor.

This catalog of attributes, written in the seventeenth century, and written
by the “ingenious layman” Miguel de Cervantes, is mere rhetorical praise of
history. Menard, on the other hand, writes:

- - truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, wit-
ness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s
counselor.

History, the mother of truth!—the idea is staggering. Menard, a con-
temporary of William James, defines history not as a delving into reality but
as the very fount of reality. Historical truth, for Menard, is not “what hap-
pened”; it is what we believe happened. The final phrases—exemplar and
adviser to the present, and the future’s counselor—are brazenly pragmatic.
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S1.E1 - Episode #1.1 Thu, Mar 13, 2025

Police break down the door of the Millers' family home. Teenage Jamie is
arrested and taken in for questioning but insists he's done nothing wrong.

#*8.8/10 (11K) v Rate

S1.E2 - Episode #1.2 Thu, Mar 13, 2025

The police look for answers - and the weapon - at Jamie's school. They can't
get any leads from his friends, until DI Bascombe's son offers to help.

#8.1/10 (9.1K) ¥ Rate

S$1.E3 - Episode #1.3 Thu, Mar 13, 2025

Jamie meets with a psychologist. He's reluctant to speak at first, but
eventually he opens up about his complex feelings towards Katie.

#9.1/10 (12K) v Rate
| TOP-RATED
S1.E4 - Episode #1.4 Thu, Mar 13, 2025

On Eddie's birthday, the Millers try to celebrate like everything is normal. But a
series of upsetting events threatens to send the family over the edge.

#8.5/10 (9.1K) ¥ Rate
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Vivid Void @ @VividVoid_- Jan 21 fiore
Dating one raging psycho is bad luck, two is repetition compulsion, three
means it's time for a hard look in the mirror

#) frongle @imniceandsmart - Jan 20
Yeah man I'm sure every woman you've ever dated is a raging psycho

with BPD
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Trauma, In this model, 1s a negative event so compelling that it creates a new threat-
related prior strong enough to become trapped. The soldier whose wartime experience
was so terrifying that even back at home they can't shake the feeling that guerillas
might pop out from behind the bushes. The rape victim who feels so violated that they
can't trust any men, even those who have repeatedly established their good nature.
The cynophobe who got bitten once and now hates all dogs, including friendly

puppies.

When | say that politics is analogous to trauma, | mean that decades of consuming
news favoring your chosen side, learning its arguments, learning the approved
counterarguments to the other side’s points, and hearing about the outrages
perpetrated by your enemies - have trapped both the relevant cognitive and
emotional priors: you are absolutely sure your side is right, and you feel such intense
negative emotion about the other side that it makes it impossible to interpret anything
they say fairly.
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tors and companions, tutoring us, chat-
ting with us and perhaps lulling us to

sleep—like Hal in “2001." Worried?
Good.  (See “The God-Builders,”
p- DM 120.)

That Sinkj n9 Feeling

as you begin to realize just
how big the computer field
really is, can be bested by

THAT SWIMMING FEELING,

as you learn how computers
work in the area that interests
you.

our fate and freedom as a
working individual are tied to com-
puters, either through an occcupa-
tion where you can choose and
affect their use, or where that use is
chosen for you.

So is your fate and freedom as a
political animal—now herded and
branded and carefully supervised,
but still able—at least for now—to
break free. See pp. 164-170.
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This spell cannot be countered.
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This Is a strong claim, but | make It in the context of the whole political ecosystem.
Suppose that outrage addiction is, in fact, trauma addiction. That means the media
ecosystem is a giant machine trying to traumatize as many people as possible in order
to create repeat customers, ie trauma addicts. Combine that with the explicit,
confessed desire on both sides to “trigger” the other as much as possible, and you
have a lot of very clever people all trying to maximize one another’s trauma levels. On
the external level, that looks like weaving as strong a narrative of threat and
persecution as possible and trying to hit people in their psychological weak points. On
the internal level, it means making sure they replace their normal ability to update with
a series of triggers that make them replace reality with pre-packaged stories about
how the other side is innately evil and everything they do is for specific threatening
and evil reasons. Once you have a machine like that running, I'm not sure that
identifying it will make things too much worse.
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My father would always say "you know what instant potatoes are made out of? Potato” when questioned.
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Time: 13 min | Acc: 100% | Units: IXL: 1

@' Everest, you achieved your 2hr-learner status today! ¥’
# Streak Shout-outs!

+ 80%+ accuracy:9 daysina rowt

+ Reaching mastery target 20 days i a rowt

+ 2hr-learner:9 daysina row!
+ Showing good habits: 5 days ina row!

“ Good habits observed:

+ Reading the question carefully before answering correctly: Fantastic job on reading the questions carefully before
answering, as shown in these clips here. here, and here.This careful approach is key to your success, o keep it up!

% Things to work on:

+ Thers are no specific areas for improvement today, as you performed excellentlyl
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Time: 19 min | Acc: 60% | Units: IXL: O
@ Everest, you didn't meet your 2hr-learner targets this time.

# streak Shout-outs
(Nostreaks to report)

K Things to work or

Not spending enough time on the subject: It's important to dedicate at least twenty-five minutes each day to your studies
0 maet your learning goals:

Ignoring explanations after mistakes: You often skip reviewing explanations after making mistakes, as shown here and
here, Make sure to always review the explanations to nderstand your mistakes and learn from thern,

‘Rushing questions: You tend to rush through questions withaut full understanding them, as seen here, Take your time to
read the questions carefully and think through your answers before submitting ther
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What different types of Kippot say about Israeli Jewish men

Among Israeli Jewish men who wear each type of kippa (or no head covering),
% who say their religious identity is...

Large
black

Black Crochet with No head
crochet pattern or color covering.
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ard
i @ om =
s |

4% <ax o
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Among Israeli Jewish men who wear each type of kippa (or no head covering),
% who say their political ideology is ..

Loft Conter Right  Loft Corter Right | Left Centor Right Left Certer Right Left Center Righ

Note: Based on respondents who provided a politicalideclogy. Respondents i the survey were asked to place themselves on
2 polftical spectrum from 1.6, with 1 representing the left and 6 representing the right. For purposes of analysis, 1.and 2
make up the “lef” category, 3 and 4 are “center.” and 5 and B are "right.” Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding.
Source: Survey conducted October 2014 May 2015.

lsraefs Religiously Divided Society
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A RLIOURAWGE — et K.

GARTE, THE CAFETERIA MANAGER - "Not so fast." He
points to you. "You owe me 130 real.”

YOU - "What's *real?*"

GARTE, THE CAFETERIA MANAGER - "Oh, excuse me. You
owe me 130 *redl*" He pronounces the

aristocratic accent

with a mock

ENCYCLOPEDIA [Normal: S; | - The IIR o interisolary
redl is the global reserve currency. Whatever part of the
world you're in right now, it's safe to assume he means you
owe him some money.

YOU - "By “real* do you mean some form of street cred?"

GARTE, THE CAFETERIA MANAGER - "No, you don't owe
me street cred. You owe me money. You owe this
establishment 130 redl” He points to the red ledger on the
counter.

YOU - "You're under arrest."

GARTE, THE CAFETERIA MANAGER - “You can't arrest
‘me, T haven't done anything”

1. - "Okay, you're not under arrest.”
3.- "I don't know why I said that. I thought it's something
a cop would say."
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it is obvious if you think about it that most ppl spend most of their time in social
spaces where their gender is in the majority and the other gender is in the minority.
but i think most ppl don’t think about it & that gender ratio has a lot of like

underutilized explanatory power.
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Well, you saw me n.ékad,’s’o
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