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Behind the Cover: In this month’s cover story, 
“Democracy Is Losing the Propaganda War” (p. 30), 
Anne Applebaum examines how autocrats in China, 
Russia, and other places have sought to discredit 
liberal democracy— and how they’ve found unlikely 
allies on the American far right. Our cover draws 

inspiration from constructivist propaganda artists 
such as Alexander Rodchenko and Gustav Klutsis. 
�e angled imagery and ascending lines evoke  
the style of a Soviet propaganda poster, updated  
with liberalism’s new rivals.  

— Paul Spella, Senior Art Director

Anti-Semitism on the  

right and the left threatens 

to end an unprecedented 

period of safety and 

prosperity for Jewish 

Americans—and demolish 

the liberal order they 

helped establish,  

Franklin Foer wrote in the  

April 2024 issue.

The End  

of the  

Golden Age

Franklin Foer’s article on the end 
of the Golden Age for Ameri-
can Jews makes an excellent and 
painful connection between the 
rise of anti-Semitism and the 
decline of democratic institu-
tions throughout history. I was 
a child in Communist Romania 
in 1973 at the outbreak of the 
Yom Kippur War. Some of my 
teachers made my life miser-
able in school simply because 
I was Jewish. My parents had 
to bribe them with American 
cigarettes to stop them from 
tormenting me. Three years 
later, my family and I defected 
to the United States. �e U.S. 
was known around the world 
for its democratic institutions, 
and we wanted to get away from 

�ere is a world of di�erence 
between those days and the 
United States today. In Ger-
many, anti-Semitism was sanc-
tioned, even encouraged, by the 
authorities. Police o�cers stood 
by laughing when boys beat us 
on our way to school. �e gov-
ernment passed laws forbidding 
us from owning radios, newspa-
pers, telephones, even pets. �e 
world knows how that ended: 
I was liberated from Bergen-
Belsen on April 15, 1945. I 
think Franklin Foer’s article is 
a bit over the top.

Walter L. Lachman

Laguna Niguel, Calif.

Although an interesting review 
of 20th-century Jewish enter-
tainers and intellectuals, Frank-
lin Foer’s assessment ignores the 
street reality. 

I was born and raised dur-
ing the Franklin D. Roosevelt 
years. Growing up, I was given a 
bloody nose by other kids more 
than once on my way home 
from school. �ey shouted anti-
Semitic slurs and attacked me 
for “killing their God.” When I 
served in the military, my room-
mate asked whether I had horns, 
and if it “had hurt when they 
took them o�.” When I applied 
for a job at a prestigious law 
firm, I was told, “We do not 
hire your kind.”

I went on to enjoy a successful 
career. But the underlying preju-
dice has always been present. �e 
fact that we Jews have been enter-
taining and creative does nothing 
to eliminate the basic prejudice 
against us as “the other.”

Benjamin Levine

Roseland, N.J.

a country where anti-Semitism 
ran rampant.

No one born here can imag-
ine what it was like to be free, 
to be Jewish and dare to admit 
it. But that was America in the 
1970s and ’80s. Today’s Amer-
ica frightens me: I’ve lived in 
an authoritarian state before; 
I understand viscerally what’s 
at stake in this year’s election. 
For the ¦rst time in 48 years, 
I think twice before telling 
people I’m Jewish.

Monica Friedlander 

Cambria, Calif.

I am a 96-year-old Holocaust 
survivor. I was born in Berlin 
in 1928 and observed the rise 
of anti-Semitism in Germany. 

F
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 ̄ e night before I read Franklin 
Foer’s article, a stranger tore my 
mezuzah o±  my doorframe. I 
was upset— but so was my non-
Jewish roommate. In that, he 
was part of a broader American 
tradition: At the founding of 
our country, George Washing-
ton promised the Jews of Rhode 
Island, “To bigotry no sanction, 
to persecution no assistance.”

The Jewish American 
Golden Age predates the 20th 
century, and has outlasted it. 
Not only has America been the 
best place in the diaspora to be 
a Jew, but the scale of Jewish 
participation and inclusion is 
larger than many realize.  ̄ e 
highest-ranking American 
armor officer to die in com-
bat was the legendary Maurice 
Rose— a Jewish major general 
who died � ghting the Nazis in 
Germany. Foer quotes ̄  omas 
Friedman saying that the Six-
Day War made American Jews 
realize they could be tank 
commanders— but Jews have 
been tank commanders as long 
as America has had tanks.

In Columbus, Georgia, 
where I live, shortly after the 
October 7 attacks, the mayor 
and city-council members 
attended my synagogue. Peo-
ple from all over the country 
reached out to express their 
sympathy and support. A friend 
stationed in Syria checked in 
after Iran launched missiles 
toward Israel, concerned about 
my Israeli family and how I was 

dealing with American anti-
Semitism. America’s continu-
ing warm welcome isn’t just 
anecdotal:  ̄ e Pew Research 
Center recently found that Jews 
are viewed more positively than 
any other U.S. religious group. 

Anti-Semitism may be on 
the rise, but it is and remains 
un-American. My great-great-
grandfather, a Jewish refugee, 
arrived in New York on the 
Fourth of July. According to 
family lore, he saw the � reworks 
and thought they were for him. 
In a way, they were. ̄  is July, I 
look forward to celebrating the 
Golden Age’s 248th anniversary.

Jacob Foster
Columbus, Ga.

I was disappointed reading 
“  ̄ e End of the Golden Age.” 
I think the Golden Age is now, 
as so many American Jews rise 
up to say “Not in our name.” 
We are recognizing the di± er-
ence between anti- Semitism 
and anti- Zionism. It’s time for 
everyone  to recognize it too. 
Criticism of Israel’s actions 
in Gaza is not anti-Semitism. 
American Jews and Israeli Jews 
will be safe when we can rec-
ognize the resilience and sur-
vival of both Palestinians and 
Jews and see how our struggles 
are interconnected.

R. Toran Ailisheva 
Oakland, Calif.

Franklin Foer interprets a 
survey— “nearly one in five 

non-Jewish students said they 
‘wouldn’t want to be friends 
with someone who supports the 
existence of Israel as a Jewish 
state’ ”—to mean that they were 
saying they wouldn’t be friends 
with most Jews. I would chal-
lenge this interpretation. 

As a Columbia gradu-
ate, and as someone who can 
actually read the Yiddish on 
� e Atlantic’s cover, I do not 
question the Zionist dream of 
a haven for Jews. But I question 
the need for a predominantly 
religious state, which I fear will 
inevitably lead to a theoc racy, 
intolerant even of Jews deemed 
in su½  ciently Orthodox. Israel 
is headed in that direction. 

Elliott B. Urdang
Providence, R.I.

We were surprised and dis-
mayed that � e Atlantic would 
publish Franklin Foer’s article 
about the rise of anti- Semitism 
without any accompanying 
articles discussing the con-
current rise in anti-Palestinian 
racism. Students who protest 
the brutal war crimes commit-
ted in Gaza or advocate for 
the freedom and dignity of the 
Palestinian people are being 
silenced and persecuted. We 
hope � e Atlantic will publish 
stories that highlight e± orts 
seeking peace and justice for 
all. Right now, we need solu-
tions. We need voices support-
ive of our shared humanity, 
not in¾ ammatory rhetoric that 

will lead to further polarization 
and alienation.

Samar Salman
Ann Arbor, Mich.

Christina Kappaz
Evanston, Ill.

Franklin Foer replies:

A writer’s deeply ingrained 

instinct is to want their stories to 

prove prophetic. In this instance, 

I desperately hope that I will 

be proved wrong. Sadly, in the 

aftermath of publishing this arti-

cle, I have heard too many stories 

like Jacob Foster’s, of mezuzahs 

ripped from doors in the night. 

One of the most ubiquitous 

critiques of my story, echoed in 

R. Toran Ailisheva’s letter, is 

that my argument equates anti-

Zionism with anti- Semitism. 

Many mainstream Jewish groups 

take that stance, but it is not my 

contention. I explicitly stated 

that there are strains of anti- 

Zionism that paint a vision of 

life in a binational state, where 

Palestinians and Jews peacefully 

coexist. � at vision strikes me as 

hopelessly quixotic, but it isn’t 

anti-Semitic. Unfortunately, 

criticisms of Zionism are rarely 

so idealistic. � ey are usually cast 

in ugly terms, depicting a dan-

gerous Jewish cabal guilty of dual 

loyalties, betraying the hallmarks 

of classical anti-Semitism.
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OPENING ARGUMENT

Australia is a country of abundant sun-
shine, but the skin of most Australians is 
better adapted to gloomy England than 
the beaches of Brisbane. � e country’s pre-
dominantly white population has by far 
the world’s highest rate of skin cancer, and 
for years the public-health establishment 
has warned residents about the dangers 
of ultraviolet light. A 1980s ad campaign 
advised Australians to “Slip, Slop, Slap”—
if you had to go out in the sun, slip on a 
shirt, slop on some sunscreen, and slap 
on a hat. The only safe amount of sun 
was none at all. 

� en, in 2023, a consortium of Aus-
tralian public-health groups did some-
thing surprising: It issued new advice 
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Moderate sun exposure 

can be good for you. 

Why won’t American experts 

acknowledge that?

B Y  R O W A N  J A C O B S E N
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that takes careful account, 
for the �rst time, of the sun’s 
positive contributions. The 
advice itself may not seem 
revolutionary— experts now 
say that people at the low-
est risk of skin cancer should 
spend ample time outdoors— 
but the idea at its core marked 
a radical departure from 
decades of public-health mes-
saging. “Completely avoiding 
sun exposure is not optimal 
for health,” read the groups’ 
position statement, which 
extensively cites a growing 
body of research. Yes, UV 
rays cause skin cancer, but 
for some, too much shade 
can be just as harmful as too 
much sun.

It’s long been known that 
sun exposure triggers vita-
min  D production in the 
skin, and that low levels of 
vitamin  D are associated 
with increased rates of stroke, 
heart attack, diabetes, cancer, 
Alzheimer’s, depression, osteo-
porosis, and many other dis-
eases. It was natural to assume 
that vitamin D was responsible 
for these outcomes. “Imag-
ine a treatment that could 
build bones, strengthen the 
immune system and lower the 
risks of illnesses like diabetes, 
heart and kidney disease, high 
blood pressure and cancer,” 
�e New York Times wrote in 
2010. “Some research suggests 
that such a wonder treatment 
already exists. It’s vitamin D.” 
By 2020, more than one in six 
adults were on that wonder 
treatment in the form of daily 
supplements, which promise 
to deliver the sun’s benefits 
without its dangers. 

But sunlight in a pill has 
turned out to be a spectacu-
lar failure. In a large clinical 
trial that began in 2011, some 
26,000 older adults were ran-
domly assigned to receive 

either daily vitamin D pills 
or placebos, and were then 
followed for an average of 
�ve years. �e study’s results 
were published in The New 

England Journal of Medicine

two years ago. An accom-
panying editorial, with the 
headline “A Decisive Verdict 
on Vitamin D Supplementa-
tion,” noted that no bene�ts 
whatsoever had been found 
for any of the health condi-
tions that the study tracked. 
“Vitamin D supplementation 
did not prevent cancer or car-
diovascular disease, prevent 
falls, improve cognitive func-
tion, reduce atrial �brillation, 
change body composition, 
reduce migraine frequency, 
improve stroke outcomes, 
decrease age-related macu-
lar degeneration, or reduce 
knee pain,” the journal said. 
“People should stop tak-
ing vitamin D supplements 
to prevent major diseases or 
extend life.” 

Australia’s new guidance is 
in part a recognition of this 
reality. It’s also the result of 
our improved understand-
ing of the disparate mecha-
nisms through which sunlight 
a�ects health. Some of them 
are intuitive: Bright morn-
ing light, filtered through 
the eyes, helps regulate our 
circadian rhythms, improv-
ing energy, mood, and sleep. 
But the systemic e�ects of UV 
light operate through entirely 
di�erent pathways that have 
been less well understood by 
the public, and even many 
health professionals. In recent 
years, that science has received 
more attention, strengthening 
conviction in sunlight’s pos-
sibly irreplaceable benefits. 
In 2019, an international col-
lection of researchers issued a 
call to arms with the headline 
“Insufficient Sun Exposure 

Has Become a Real Public 
Health Problem.”

Health authorities in some 
countries have begun to fol-
low Australia’s lead, or at least 
to explore doing so. In the 
United Kingdom, for example, 
the National Health Service is 
reviewing the evidence on sun 
exposure, with a report due this 
summer. Dermatology confer-
ences in Europe have begun to 
schedule sessions on the bene�ts 
of sun exposure after not engag-
ing with the topic for years.

In the United States, how-
ever, there is no sign of any 

such reconsideration. Both 
the CDC and the American 
Academy of Dermatology still 
counsel strict avoidance, rec-
ommending that everyone but 
infants wear sunscreen every 
day, regardless of the weather. 
When I asked the AAD about 
Australia’s new guidelines, a 
spokesperson offered only 
that, “because ultraviolet 
rays from the sun can cause 
skin cancer, the Academy does 
not recommend getting vita-
min D from sun exposure.” 

Such a stance surely re�ects 
understandable concerns 

about mixed messaging. But it 
also seems more and more out-
dated, and suggests a broader 
problem within American 
public-health institutions.

More  than  a century ago, 
scientists began to notice a 
mysterious pattern across the 
globe, which they came to 
call the “latitude e�ect.” Once 
you adjust for confounding 
variables— such as income, 
exercise, and smoking rates— 
people living at high latitudes 
suffer from higher rates of 
many diseases than people 
living at low or middle lati-
tudes. �e pattern plays out in 
many conditions, but it’s most 
pronounced in autoimmune 
disorders, especially multiple 
sclerosis. �roughout Europe, 
Australia, New Zealand, and 
the U.S., populations at 
higher latitudes are much 
more likely to develop MS 
than those closer to the equa-
tor. Over the years, scientists 
have offered many theories 
to explain this phenomenon: 
di�erences in diet, something 
in the water. But MS research 
pointed to a perhaps more 
obvious answer: sunlight. �e 
higher the latitude, the lower 
the angle of the sun and the 
more its rays are filtered by 
the atmosphere. A number 
of studies have found links 
between sun exposure and the 
disease. Kids who spend less 
than 30 minutes a day outside 
on weekends and holidays are 
much more likely to develop 
MS than kids who are outside 
for more than one hour on 
these same days. Relapse rates 
for the disease are higher in 
early spring, after months of 
sun scarcity. People who were 
born in the spring (whose 
mothers received little sun 
exposure during their third 
trimester of pregnancy) are 
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more likely to develop MS 
than people born in the fall.

Here, too, scientists first 
assumed that vitamin D was 
the key. But vitamin D supple-
mentation proved useless for 
MS. Could something else 
about sun exposure protect 
against the condition?

A hint came from another 
disease, psoriasis, a disorder 
in which the immune sys-
tem mistakes the patient’s 
own skin cells for pathogens 
and attacks them, producing 
in�ammation and red, scaly 
skin. Since ancient times, it 

had been observed that sun-
light seems to alleviate the 
condition, and doctors have 
long recommended “photo-
therapy” as a treatment. But 
only in the late 20th century, 
with the recognition that pso-
riasis was an auto immune dis-
ease, did they start to under-
stand why it worked. 

It turns out that UV light 
essentially induces the immune 
system to stop attacking the 
skin, reducing in�ammation. 
This is un fortunate when it 
comes to skin cancer—  UV 
rays not only damage DNA, 

spurring the formation of can-
cerous cells; they also retard 
the immune system’s attack 
on those cells. But in the case 
of psoriasis, the tamping-down 
of a hyper active response is 
exactly what’s needed. More-
over, to the initial surprise of 
researchers, this effect isn’t 
limited to the site of expo-
sure. From the skin, the 
immune system’s regulatory 
cells migrate throughout the 
body, soothing in�ammation 
elsewhere as well.

�is e�ect is now believed 
to be the reason sun exposure 

helps prevent or ameliorate 
many autoimmune diseases, 
including MS, type 1 diabe-
tes, and rheumatoid arthritis. 
It also explains why other 
conditions that involve a 
hyper in�ammatory response, 
such as asthma and allergies, 
seem to be alleviated by sun 
exposure. It may even explain 
why some other diseases now 
believed to be connected 
to chronic inflammation, 
including cardio vascular dis-
ease and Alzheimer’s, are often 
less prevalent in regions with 
more sun exposure.
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�e consortium of Austra-
lian public- health groups had 
those potential bene�ts in mind 
when it drafted its new guide-
lines. “�ere’s no doubt at all 
that UV hitting the skin has 
immune e�ects,” Rachel Neale, 
a cancer researcher and the lead 
author of the guidelines, told 
me. “There’s absolutely no 
doubt.” But as to what to do 
with that knowledge, Neale 
isn’t certain. “�is is likely to 
be both harmful and bene�cial. 
We need to know more about 
that balance.”

W h at  d o e s  o n e  do with 
that uncertainty? �e original 
“Slip, Slop, Slap” campaign 
was easy to implement because 
of its simplicity: Stay out of the 

sun; that’s all you need to know.

It was, in a sense, the equiva-
lent of the “Just Say No” cam-
paign against drugs, launched 
in the U.S. around the same 
time. But the simplicity also 
sometimes runs afoul of 
common sense. Dermatolo-
gists who tell their patients to 
wear sunscreen even indoors 
on cloudy winter days seem 
out of touch.

Australia’s new advice is, by 
comparison, more scienti�c, 
yet also more complicated. It 
divides its recommendations 
into three groups, according 
to people’s skin color and 
susceptibility to skin can-
cer. �ose with pale skin, or 
olive skin plus other risk fac-
tors, are advised to practice 
extreme caution: Keep slip-
slop-slapping. Those with 
“olive or pale-brown skin” 
can take a balanced approach 
to sun exposure, using sun-
screen whenever the UV index 
is at least a 3 (which is most 
days of the year in Australia). 
Those with dark skin need 
sunscreen only for extended 
outings in the bright sun. 

In designing the new 
guidelines, Neale and her 
colleagues tried to be faithful 
to the science while also real-
izing that whatever line is set 
on sun exposure, many people 
will cross it, intentionally or 
not. Even though skin cancer 
is rarely fatal when promptly 
diagnosed, it weighs heavily 
on the nation’s health-care 
system and on people’s well-
being. “We spend $2 billion 
a year treating skin cancer in 
Australia,” Neale said. “It’s 
bonkers how much we spend, 
apart from the fact that people 
end up with bits of themselves 
chopped out. So at a whole-
population level, the messag-
ing will continue to be very 
much about sun protection.”

That said, we now know 
that many individuals at low 
risk of skin cancer could bene-
�t from more sun exposure— 
and that doctors are not yet 
prepared to prescribe it. A sur-
vey Neale conducted in 2020 
showed that the majority of 
patients in Australia with vita-
min D de�ciencies were pre-
scribed supplements by their 
doctors, despite the lack of 
e�cacy, while only a minor-
ity were prescribed sun expo-
sure. “We de�nitely need to 
be doing some education for 
doctors,” she told me. In sup-
port of the new position state-
ment, Neale’s team has been 
working on a website where 
doctors can enter information 
about their patients’ location, 
skin color, and risk factors and 
receive a document with tar-
geted advice. In most cases, 
people can meet their needs 
with just a few minutes of 
exposure a day.

That sort of customized 
approach is sorely needed in 
the United States, Adewole 
Adamson, a dermatologist 
who directs the Melanoma 

and Pigmented Lesion Clinic 
at the University of Texas, 
told me. “A one-size-fits-all 
approach isn’t productive when 

it comes to sun-exposure rec-
ommendations,” he said. “It 
can cause harm to some popu-
lations.” For years, Adamson 
has called for more rational 
guidelines for people of color, 
who have the lowest risk of 
skin cancer and also higher 
rates of many of the diseases 
that sunlight seems to ame-
liorate. Adamson �nds it dis-
heartening that mostly white 
Australia now has “a better 
official position” than orga-
nizations in the U.S., “where 
nonwhite Americans will out-
number white Americans in 
the next 20 years.” 

To some degree, one can 
sympathize with the desire 
to keep things simple. People 
have limited bandwidth, and 
some may misunderstand or 
tune out overly complicated 
health messages. Others will 
inevitably turn a little infor-
mation into a dangerous 
thing. A fringe segment of 

the alt-health crowd is already 
suggesting that skin-cancer 
dangers have been exaggerated 
as a way to get us all to buy 
more sunblock. But knowing 
that some people will draw 
strange conclusions from the 
facts is not a good-enough rea-
son to withhold those facts, as 
we saw during the pandemic, 
when experts looking to pro-
vide simple guidance some-
times implied that the science 
was more settled than it was. 
�is is not the 1950s. When 
public authorities spin or sim-
plify science in an attempt to 
elicit a desired behavior, they 
are going to get called on it. 
Conspiracy-minded conclu-
sions, among other bad ones, 
are likely to gain more cre-
dence, not less. And the pub-
lic is going to have less faith in 
national institutions and the 
positions they espouse the 
next time.

Besides, in this case, the 
news being withheld is incred-
ibly good. It’s not every day 
that science discovers a free 
and readily accessible inter-
vention that might improve 
the health of so many people. 
�at’s the real story here, and 
it’s most compelling when 
conveyed honestly: Science 
feels its way forward, one 
hesitant step at a time, and 
backtracks almost as often. 
Eventually, that awkward but 
beautiful two-step leads us to 
better ground. 

Rowan Jacobsen has written 

about science and nature 

for Smithsonian Magazine, 

Scienti�c American, MIT 
Technology Review, 

Harper’s, and many other 

publications. He is working 

on a book about the science of 

sun exposure.
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Inside the ever more extravagant competition to lure a�uent travelers

B Y  A M A N D A  M U L L

n a bright, chilly 
Thursday in Feb-
ruary, most of the 
people inside the 
Chase Sapphire 
Lounge at LaGuar-

dia Airport appeared to be 
doing something largely absent 
from modern air travel: �ey 
were having fun. I arrived at 
Terminal B before 9:30 a.m., 
but the lounge had already 
been in full swing for hours. 
Most of the velvet-upholstered 
stools surrounding the circular, 
marble-topped bar were �lled. 
Travelers who looked like they 
were heading to couples’ get-
aways or girls’ weekends clus-
tered in twos or threes, waiting 
for their mimosas or Bloody 
Marys or the bar’s signature 
cocktail—a gin concoction 
turned a vibrant shade of vio-
let by macerated blue berries, 

served in a champagne coupe. 
Other loungers in the 

golden- l i t ,  p lant- l ined, 
21,800-square- foot space chat-
ted over their breakfast, boozy 
or otherwise. At the elaborate 
main drink station that formed 
one wall of the lounge’s din-
ing room, I chose the tap that 
promised cold brew, though 
spa water and a mysterious 
third spigot labeled only as 
“seasonal” beckoned. When 
I reached for what I thought 
was a straw, I pulled back a 
glistening tube of individually 
portioned honey, ready to be 
snapped into a hot cup of tea. 

While I ate my breakfast—
a brussels-sprout-and-potato 
hash with bacon and a poached 
egg ordered using a QR code, 
which also offered me the 
opportunity to book a gratis 
half-hour mini-facial in the 

lounge’s wellness area—I lis-
tened to the 30-somethings at 
the next table marveling about 
how nice this whole thing was. 
That’s not a sentiment you’d 
necessarily expect to hear 
about the contrived luxury of 
an airport lounge. In the con-
text of air travel, nice has usu-
ally meant nice relative to the 
experience outside the lounge’s 
con�nes, where most of your 
choices for a meal are marked-
up fast food eaten at a crowded 
gate, or the undigni�ed menu 
truncation of a Chili’s Too. 

American Airlines opened 
the world’s �rst airport lounge, 
then an invite-only affair for 
VIPs, in 1939. By the end of 
the 20th century, lounges had 
cemented their reputation as 
the domain of road warriors— 
mostly solo travelers headed 
to, say, medical- device sales 

conventions or engineering-
job-site visits. �e experience 
was less brussels-sprout hash 
and champagne and more 
“cheese and crackers and $5 
beers,” Brian Kelly, the titu-
lar guy behind the Points Guy 
website (and arguably the 
most in¨uential person in the 
travel-status game), told me. 
But behind those generously 
staªed check-in desks, things 
have been changing. Private-
lounge networks have rapidly 
expanded over the past decade, 
as scores of new travelers have 
begun demanding entry. What 
awaits inside is changing, too. 

P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t 

salient characteristic of the 
modern airport lounge is that 
it is busy. According to one 
estimate, the number of ¨iers 
visiting lounges hit an all-time 
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high in the summer of 2023, 
and this year’s vacation sea-
son appears likely to top it. 
As Americans have rushed 
back into travel after a pan-
demic lull, they’ve also rushed 
to apply for new credit cards, 
the fanciest of which prom-
ise bounties of travel-related 
perks, including lounge access. 
Now a broader cohort of �iers 
is squeezing in alongside the 
usual business travelers.  is 
new group might be described 
as work-from-home travelers: 
people tapping away on lap-
tops, trying to wedge in a few 
more emails or Zoom meet-
ings around pleasure travel. 

In the past year, for reasons 
both journalistic and personal, 
I’ve visited seven lounges across 
five cities. These rooms held 
the expected corporate types 
in company-issued quarter-
zips, but also 20- something 
women in Taylor Swift tour 
merch, bros with tennis rackets 
protruding from their carry-on, 
and lots of young people with 
one AirPod in and their Zoom 
camera turned o�. 

 e lounge’s booming pop-
ularity complicates its premise. 
 is expanding group of high-
spending customers is valu-
able to airlines, which operate 
most lounges, and to credit-
card issuers, who have joined 
the lounge market with their 
own club networks. (High-
fee credit cards, Kelly told 
me, have become the most 
common way for airline-perk 
neophytes to access lounges, 
no matter whether they’re run 
by airlines or banks.) But to 
attract these customers, lounge 
operators need to uphold the 
impression that lounges are 
exclusive—a special place far 
from the airport cattle call, 
not one crammed with too 
many other valued custom-
ers.  e operators’ solution to 

this dilemma has been to build 
fast and build big, putting up 
huge, extravagant new clubs as 
quickly as the vagaries of air-
port construction will allow. 
Globally, more than 3,000 
airport lounges are now open, 
with most major operators 
promising to add at least a few 
new locations this year.

Most of the existing lounges 
max out somewhere around 
the ambience of a Panera, with 
booze instead of lemonade. 
 e food and drinks are free, 
and that’s usually their main 
selling point. With the new 
mega-lounges, though, airlines 
and credit cards alike talk a big 
game about their culinary acu-
men, cocktail programs, and 
spa amenities, which include 
massages, private showers, 
and manicures. In United Air-
lines’ new 35,000-square-foot, 
three-story lounge in Denver, 
one of its two bars evokes a 
brewery, complete with tasting 
�ights from Colorado brewers. 
Delta is opening the �rst in a 
series of ultra-premium clubs 
in June: a 38,000-square-
foot mega-lounge at New 
York’s JFK airport contain-
ing, among other things, a 
full- service French bistro. 
American Express’s largest- ever 
lounge, which opened recently 
in Atlanta, has a backroom 
whiskey bar, a menu designed 
by a celebrated local chef, and 
4,000 square feet of outdoor 
space from which loungers can 
watch planes roll by. 

Y o u  c o u l d  d i s m i s s 

the amenities arms race as an 
absurd exercise in flattering 
wealth’s vanity— it is. But that 
�attery is so e�ective because 
lounges offer a solution to 
a real set of problems. In the 
past few decades, air travel in 
the United States has become 
notably worse. Airlines have 

shrunk seats, increased fees, and 
pushed a larger proportion of 
passengers toward expensive 
tickets that offer more room 
and better service. At the same 
time, tickets at the back of the 
plane have become much less 
expensive, which has increased 
overall demand. Americans 

took 665 million flights in 
2000, and by 2019, that num-
ber had increased to more than 
925 million. On top of this, 
American airports are pretty 
old, and many need serious 
upgrades to handle the passen-
ger volume more comfortably. 

Airlines profit from these 
conditions, but they still have 
to keep their most pro�table 
customers happy. Lounges go 
a long way toward placating 
frequent fliers. They are, on 
some level, a decent deal for 
all involved: Private companies 
shoulder the cost of building 
them. They cater to people 
who endure the indignities of 
air travel most often. For many 
of those people, the pricey fees 
probably do save money over 
time, relative to how often 
they’d otherwise buy astronom-
ically marked-up food from 

airport vendors. And the clubs 
tend to get put in inconvenient 
spots, which should theoreti-
cally help ease overcrowding 
at the gate, or at least move 
some of the fussiest passengers 
to their own contain ment area. 

More curious is the fact that 
credit-card companies are mak-
ing the e�ort to launch entire 
lounges themselves, compet-
ing against airlines when they 
already partner with airlines 
to get cardholders into exist-
ing lounges. A lounge is, by all 
accounts, a huge money sink—
even besides the cost and red 
tape of building within an air-
port, making people feel spe-
cial requires an army of workers 
available 18 to 20 hours a day, 
seven days a week. Everyone I 
spoke with at companies that 
run lounge networks said some 
version of We do not view the 

lounges as revenue opportunities.

Lounges are, however, a 
great incentive to sign up for 
credit cards. As people’s day-
to-day �nancial lives become 
more cashless, credit-card issu-
ers are battling one another 
to win over customers and 
encourage them to swipe 
as much as possible, Joseph 
Nunes, a marketing professor 
at the University of Southern 
California, told me. One big 
reason: interchange fees. Card 
issuers take a cut of the pur-
chase price from sellers every 
time a card is used, and that 
cut tends to be larger for more 
premium cards. Frequent plea-
sure travelers are a creditor’s 
dream: They are wealthier 
than the average American, 
they do a lot of discretionary 
spending, and they pay their 
bills on time. Lounges have 
already succeeded at entic-
ing this group to sign up for 
airline-speci�c credit cards, so 
card issuers have taken the next 
logical step: lounges for people 
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who aren’t quite road warriors 
and who may not be devoted 
to any particular airline, but 
who want perks all the same.

Controlling an entire 
lounge, stamped with an 
enormous company logo, is 
a play for what marketers call 
brand affinity. “It solidifies 
our relation ship with our cus-
tomers,” Audrey Hendley, the 
president of American Express 
Travel, told me. Those cus-
tomers might visit a lounge 
only a few times a year. But if 
everything goes according to 
plan, those visits are one of the 
reasons they love their Amex 
Platinum or Chase Sapphire 
card and use it for everything, 
even though they’ve got three 
or four others they could pull 
out of their wallet.

Of course, the genuinely 
wealthy still need to be con-
vinced that they’re more 
special than the rest of us. 
Credit-card companies have 
been ready to oblige with 
even more layers of exclusiv-
ity. Chase’s LaGuardia lounge 
is open to anyone who pays a 
$550 annual fee for the right 
credit card, but the private 
suites inside, which include 
a palatial bathroom and all 
the seafood towers you can 
eat, cost up to $3,000 for a 
three-hour visit. �is is part 
of what Nunes called the fur-
ther tiering of society, fueled 
by the incredibly granular 
financial-data profiles that 
companies can now make of 
their customers. “We really 
say, ‘Where are consumers 
spending, who are the con-
sumers that are the most 
profitable for me, and how 
should I treat them?’” Nunes 
told me. “We’re going to see 
further and further discrimi-
nation by firms, I think, in 
treating their most pro�table 
customers the best.”

Credit-card perks  have

proved such an e�ective way 
to lure high-income custom-
ers that the airport lounge has 
begun to make its way out-
side the airport. Card issuers 
now commonly sponsor VIP 
areas at concerts and sporting 
events, especially those that 
appeal to high spenders. Amer-
ican Express and Chase o�er 
members-only lounges at the 
U.S. Open tennis tournament 
in New York. The Sundance 
Film Festival has had a Chase 
Sapphire lounge for years. 
And although it can seem silly 
to get excited about entry to 
a VIP area, few people are 
immune to the charms of more 
places to sit down, shorter lines 
for cleaner bathrooms, and a 
couple of free drinks. 

Even if you never have 
entered or never will enter an 

airport lounge, the perks arms 
race affects your daily life. 
More premium-card use means 
higher fees for retailers, and 
those fees then get baked into 
the prices everyone pays— an 
easier task for large sellers, who 
usually pay less for their goods 
than mom-and-pop stores. (A 
recent settlement in a class-
action suit against Visa and 
Mastercard could lower and 
cap these fees while allowing 
retailers to charge customers 
with premium cards extra.) 
Meanwhile, many card issu-
ers have also begun to experi-
ment with opening places that 
target other tiers of customers 
too. Capital One now operates 
more than 50 cafés that are 
open to the public, which seem 
aimed at the kind of young, 
laptop-lugging workers who 
might someday be high earners 

but for now just need a co�ee 
shop with free Wi-Fi. In addi-
tion to baristas, these spaces 
have “ambassadors” and “men-
tors” available to guide patrons 
through the bank’s range of 
services while they sip their 
lattes. �ese cafés, like the air-
port lounges, are money sinks. 
But Kelly told me that it’s a 
mistake to think about banks 
the way we think about other 
consumer-facing businesses. 
“Look at the earnings reports 
of any of the credit-card com-
panies,” he said. “�is is a drop 
in the bucket.”

In February, I visited Amer-
ican Express’s Centurion New 
York club in Midtown Man-
hattan. �e space, which uses 
the entire 55th £oor (and one 
dedicated express elevator) of 
the new One Vanderbilt sky-
scraper on 42nd Street, is the 
first of its kind for the com-
pany. It is, in some sense, a 
Capital One café for people 
already very comfortable with 
the services o�ered by their pre-
ferred �nancial institutions. A 
few tables in some of its spaces 
can be reserved by the general 
public, but no one there will 
sell you a new credit card or 
recommend a loan for your 
small business. �e club’s best 
nooks and crannies, including 
a large corner table with clear 
views of much of the city’s sky-
line, are reserved for those who 
carry the company’s invite-
only Centurion Card, which 
is rumored to require at least 
$500,000 in annual charges for 
membership. One Centurion-
exclusive bar gives you a view 
from heaven down onto the 
Art Deco curves of the Chrys-
ler Building below, as though 
you are a god yourself. 

Amanda Mull is a sta� writer 

at �e Atlantic.
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T H E  M Y S T E R I E S  O F  P L A N T 
“ I N T E L L I G E N C E ”

Scientists are arguing about whether concepts like 

memory, consciousness, and communication can be applied 

beyond the animal kingdom.

B Y  Z O Ë  S C H L A N G E R

MATTERS OF DEBATE

n a freezing day in 
December 2021, I 
arrived in Madison, 
Wisconsin, to visit 
Simon Gilroy’s lab. 
In one room of the 

lab sat a � at of young tobacco 
and Arabidopsis plants, each 
imbued with � uorescent pro-
teins derived from jelly� sh.

Researchers led me into a 
small microscope room. One 
of them turned o�  the lights, 
and another handed me a pair 
of tweezers that had been dipped 
in a solution of glutamate—one 
of the most important neu-
rotransmitters in our brains 
and, research has recently 
found, one that boosts plants’ 
signals too. “Be sure to cross the 
midrib,” Jessica Cisneros Fer-
nandez, then a molecular biolo-
gist on Gilroy’s team, told me. 
She pointed to the thick vein 
running down the middle of a 
tiny leaf. � is vein is the plant’s 
information super highway. 
Injure the vein, and the pulse 
will move all over the plant in 
a wave. I pinched hard.

On a screen attached to 
the microscope, I watched the 
plant light up, its veins blazing 
like a neon sign. As the green 

glow moved from the wound 
site outward in a � uorescent 
ripple, I was reminded of the 
branching pattern of human 
nerves. � e plant was becom-
ing aware, in its own way, of 
my touch. 

But what exactly does it 
mean for a plant to be aware ? 
Consciousness was once seen 
as belonging solely to humans 
and a short list of nonhuman 
animals that clearly act with 
intention. Yet seemingly every-
where researchers look, they 
are � nding that there is more 
to the inner lives of animals 
than we ever thought possible. 
Scientists now talk regularly 
about animal cognition; they 
study the behaviors of individ-
ual animals, and occasionally 
ascribe personalities to them. 

Some scientists now posit 
that plants should likewise be 
considered intelligent. Plants 
have been found to show sensi-
tivity to sound, store informa-
tion to be accessed later, and 
communicate among their 
kind—and even, in a sense, 
with particular animals. We 
determine intelligence in our-
selves and certain other spe-
cies through inference—by 

observing how an organism 
behaves, not by looking for 
a psychological sign. If plants 
can do things that we consider 
indications of intelligence in 
animals, this camp of botanists 
argues, then why shouldn’t we 
use the language of intelligence 
to describe them too? 

It’s a daring question, cur-
rently being debated in labs 
and academic journals. Not so 
long ago, treading even lightly 
in this domain could upend a 
scientist’s career. And plenty of 
botanists still think that apply-
ing concepts such as conscious-
ness to plants does a disservice 
to their essential plantness. Yet 
even many of these scientists are 
awed by what we are learning 
about plants’ capabilities. 

A  s i n g l e  b o o k  nearly 
snu� ed out the � eld of plant-
behavior research for good. 
� e Secret Life of Plants, pub-
lished in 1973, was as popular 
as it was irresponsible; though 
it included real science, it also 
featured wildly unscientific 
projection. One chapter sug-
gested that plants could feel 
and hear—and that they pre-
ferred Beethoven to rock and 

roll. Another suggested that a 
plant could respond to malevo-
lent thoughts.

Many scientists tried to 
reproduce the most tantaliz-
ing “research” presented in � e 

Secret Life of Plants, to no avail. 
According to several research-
ers I spoke with, this caused 
the twin gatekeepers of science-
funding boards and peer-review 
boards to become skittish about 
plant-behavior studies. Propos-
als with so much as a whi�  of 
inquiry into the subject were 
turned down. Pioneers in the 
� eld changed course or left the 
sciences al together. 

A decade after the book’s 
publication, a paper by David 
Rhoades, a zoologist and 
chemist at the University of 
Washington, reopened ques-
tions of plant communication. 
Rhoades had watched a nearby 
forest be decimated by an inva-
sion of caterpillars. But then 
something suddenly changed; 
the caterpillars began to die. 
Why? The answer, Rhoades 
discovered, was that the trees 
were communicating with 
one another. Trees that the 
caterpillars hadn’t yet reached 
were ready: � ey’d changed the 
composition of their leaves, 
turning them into weapons 
that would poison, and even-
tually kill, the caterpillars. 

Scientists were beginning 
to understand that trees com-
municate through their roots, 
but this was di� erent. � e trees, 
too far apart to be connected 
by a root system, were signal-
ing to one another through 
the air. Plants are tremendous 
at chemical synthesis, Rhoades 
knew. And certain plant chem-
icals drift through the air. 
Everyone already understood 
that ripening fruit produces 
airborne ethylene, for exam-
ple, which prompts nearby 
fruit to ripen too. It wasn’t 

O
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unreasonable to imagine that 
plant chemicals containing 
other information— say, that 
the forest was under attack—
might also drift through the air.

Still, the idea that a plant 
would defend itself in this 
way was heretical to the whole 
premise of how scientists 
thought plants worked. Plants 
were not supposed to be that 
active, or have such dramatic 
and strategic reactions. Rhoades 
presented his hypothesis at 
conferences, but mainstream 
scienti� c journals were reluc-
tant to take the risk of publish-
ing something so outlandish. 
The discovery ended up bur-
ied in an obscure volume, and 
Rhoades was ridiculed by peers 
in journals and at conferences. 

But Rhoades’s communi-
cation experiments, and others 
that came immediately after, 
helped establish new lines of 
inquiry. We now know that 
plants’ chemical signals are 
decipherable not just by other 
plants but in some cases by 
insects. Still, four decades on, 
the idea that plants might com-
municate intentionally with one 
another remains a controversial 
concept in botany.

One key problem is that 
there is no agreed-upon de� ni-
tion of communication, not even 
in animals. Does a signal need 
to be sent purposefully? Does it 
need to provoke a response in 
the receiver? Much as conscious-

ness and intelligence have no set-
tled de� nition, communication

slip-slides between the realms 
of philosophy and science, � nd-
ing secure footing in neither. 
Intention poses the hardest of 
problems, because it cannot be 
directly determined.

� e likely impossibility of 
establishing intentionality in 
plants, though, is no deter-
rent to Simon Gilroy’s sense 
of wonder at their liveliness. In 

the ’80s, Gilroy, who is British, 
studied at Edinburgh Univer-
sity under Anthony Trewavas, 
a renowned plant physiologist. 
Since then, Trewavas has begun 
using provocative language to 
talk about plants, aligning him-
self with a group of botanists 
and biologists who call them-
selves plant neuro biologists, 
and publishing papers and a 
book laying out scienti� c argu-
ments in favor of plant intel-
ligence and consciousness. 

Gilroy himself is more circum-
spect, unwilling to talk about 
either of those things, but he 
still works with Trewavas. 
Recently, the two have been 
developing a theory of agency 
for plants. 

Gilroy is quick to remind 
me that he is talking strictly 
about biological agency, not 
implying intention in a 
thoughts-and-feelings sense. 
But there’s no question that 
plants are engaged in the active 

pursuit of their own goals and, 
in the process, shape the very 
environment they � nd them-
selves rooted in. � at, for him, 
is proof of plants’ agency. Still, 
the proof is found through 
inferring the meaning behind 
plants’ actions rather than 
understanding their mechanics. 

“When you get down to 
the machinery that allows 
those calculations to occur, we 
don’t have the luxury of going, 
Ah, it’s neurons in the brain,” 
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Gilroy told me. His work is 
beginning to allow us to watch 
the information processing 
happen, “but at the moment, 
we don’t know how it works.” 

That is the essential ques-
tion of plant intelligence: How 
does something without a 
brain coordinate a response to 
stimuli? How does information 
about the world get translated 
into action that benefits the 
plant? How can the plant sense 
its world without a centralized 
place to parse that information?

A few years back, Gilroy 
and his colleague Masatsugu 
Toyota thought they’d have a 
go at those questions, which 
led them to the experiment I 
participated in at the lab. � eir 
work has shown that those 
glowing-green signals move 
much faster than would be 
expected from simple di� usion. 
� ey move at the speed of some 
electrical signals, which they 
may be. Or, as new research 
suggests, they may be surpris-
ingly fast chemical signals. 

Given what we know about 
the dynamics of sensing in crea-
tures that have a brain, the lack 
of one should mean that any 
information generated from 
sensing ought to ripple mean-
inglessly through the plant 
body without producing more 
than a highly localized response. 
But it doesn’t. A tobacco plant 
touched in one place will expe-
rience that stimulus throughout 
its whole body. 

� e system overall works a 
bit like an animal nervous sys-
tem, and might even employ 
similar molecular players. 
Gilroy, for his part, does not 
want to call it a nervous sys-
tem, but others have written 
that he and Toyota have found 
“nervous system– like signal-
ing” in plants. The issue has 
even leaked out of plant sci-
ence: Researchers from other 

disciplines are weighing in. 
Rodolfo Llinás, a neuroscien-
tist at NYU, and Sergio Miguel 
Tomé, a colleague at the Uni-
versity of Salamanca, in Spain, 
have argued that it makes no 
sense to de� ne a nervous system 
as something only animals can 
have rather than de� ning it as a 
physiological system that could 
be present in other organisms, 
if in a di� erent form.

Convergent evolution, they 
argue, wherein organisms sepa-
rately evolve similar systems to 
deal with similar challenges, 
happens all the time; a clas-
sic example is wings. Flight 
evolved separately in birds, bats, 
and insects, but to comparable 
e� ect. Eyes are another exam-
ple; the eye lens has evolved 
separately several times.

� e nervous system can rea-
sonably be imagined as another 
case of convergent evolution, 
Llinás and Miguel Tomé say. 
If a variety of nervous systems 
exist in nature, then what plants 
have is clearly one. Why not call 
it a nervous system already?

“What do you mean,  the 
� ower remembers?” I ask. 

It’s 2019, and I’m walking 
through the Berlin Botanic 
Garden with Tilo Henning, 
a plant researcher. Henning 
shakes his head and laughs. He 
doesn’t know. No one does. 
But yes, he says, he and his 
colleague Maximilian Weigend, 
the director of a botanical gar-
den in Bonn, have observed the 
ability of Nasa poissoniana— 
a plant in the � owering Loasa-
ceae family that grows in the 
Peruvian Andes—to store and 
recall information. 

The pair noticed that the 
multicolor starburst-shaped 
� owers were raising their sta-
men, or fertilizing organs, 
shortly before a pollinator 
arrived, as if they could predict 

the future. � e researchers set 
up an experiment and found 
that the plant in fact seemed to 
be learning from experience. 
These flowers, Henning and 
Weigend found, could “remem-
ber” the time intervals between 
bee visits, and anticipate the 
time their next pollinator was 
likely to arrive. If the interval 

between bee visits changed, the 
plant might actually adjust the 
timing of its stamen display to 
line up with the new schedule.

In a 2019 paper, Henning 
and Weigend call Nasa poisson-

iana’s behavior “intelligent,” the 
word still appearing in quota-
tion marks. I want to know 
what Henning really thinks. Are

plants intelligent? Does he see 
the � ower’s apparent ability to 
remember as a hallmark of con-
sciousness? Or does he think 
of the plant as an unconscious 
robot with a preprogrammed 
suite of responses? 

Henning shakes o�  my ques-
tion the � rst two times I ask it. 
But the third time, he stops 
walking and turns to answer. 
� e dissenting papers, he says, 
are all focused on the lack of 
brains—no brains, they claim, 
means no intelligence. 

“Plants don’t have these 
structures, obviously,” Henning 
says. “But look at what they do. 

I mean, they take information 
from the outside world. � ey 
process. � ey make decisions. 
And they perform. � ey take 
everything into account, and 
they transform it into a reac-
tion. And this, to me, is the 
basic de� nition of intelligence. 
That’s not just automatism. 
� ere might be some automatic 
things, like going toward light. 
But this is not the case here. It’s 
not automatic.”

Where Nasa poissoniana’s 
“memories” could possibly be 
stored is still a mystery. “Maybe 
we are just not able to see these 
structures,” Henning tells me. 
“Maybe they are so spread all 
over the body of the plant that 
there isn’t a single structure. 
Maybe that’s their trick. Maybe 
it’s the whole organism.”

It’s humbling to remem-
ber that plants are a kingdom 
of life entirely their own, the 
product of riotous evolution-
ary innovation that took a 
turn away from our branch of 
life when we were both barely 
motile, single- celled creatures 
floating in the prehistoric 
ocean. We couldn’t be more 
biologically di� erent. And yet 
plants’ patterns and rhythms 
have resonances with ours—
just look at the information 
moving through Gilroy’s glow-
ing specimens.

Mysteries abide, of course. 
We are far from understand-
ing the extent of “memory” in 
plants. We have a few clues and 
fewer answers, and so many 
more experiments still to try. 

Zoë Schlanger is a sta�  writer 

at � e Atlantic and the 

author of  � e Light Eaters: 
How the Unseen World of 
Plant Intelligence O� ers a 
New Understanding of Life 
on Earth, from which this 

article was adapted.

NO BRAINS, THE 
DISSENTING 

PAPERS CLAIM, 
MEANS NO 

INTELLIGENCE.
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American Beauty

Photographs by  

Jennifer Emerling

Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park

By the time Jennifer Emerling was 12, she had 
been to 22 national parks. In an interview with 
her local newspaper that year, the California 
middle schooler said that in addition to collect-
ing shirts and stu�ed animals from the parks, 
“I take lots of pictures.” Asked what she would 
do when she’d exhausted the list of parks to 
visit, Emerling answered, “Go see them again.” 

Emerling, now a professional photographer, 
never stopped taking pictures of national parks. 
For her series “See America First!” she retraced 
her family’s summer road trips. �e resulting 
images convey a spirit of adventure and child-
like wonder. Emerling’s compositions juxta-
pose the ordinariness of smartphones and sun 
hats with the majesty of the natural landscape. 
In one photo, visitors pause on the Old Faith-
ful boardwalk, in Yellowstone National Park, 
to capture the geyser’s eruption; in another, a 
woman holds a camera, but her gaze is �xed on 
the view across a crystal lake in Grand Teton 
National Park.

For all their whimsy and nostalgia, the 
photographs also invite serious re�ection on 
the complexities of American tourism and its 
fantasies of an unspoiled West. �e series takes 
its title from an early-20th-century marketing 
campaign to promote domestic travel among 
the wealthy via the railroads (the original, lon-
ger slogan was “See Europe if you will, but 
see America �rst”). “See America First!” can 
be read straight, as intended by the railroad 
boosters—or with an ironic twist, through the 
hindsight of history. To acknowledge the many 
contradictions of our national parks— areas 
that were touted as examples of “undisturbed 
creation” at the expense of Native American 
territorial sovereignty; places that cultivate an 
appreciation of nature even though they have 
long been commercialized—is not to negate 
their beauty or power.

— Tiya Miles
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Clockwise from top left:

Norris Geyser Basin, in 

Yellow stone National Park; 

a bear-safety demonstration 

at Yellowstone; Jenny Lake, 

in Grand Teton National 

Park; Glacier Point, in 

Yosemite National Park 
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On June 4, 1989, the Polish Communist Party held partially 
free elections, setting in motion a series of events that ultimately 
removed the Communists from power. Not long afterward, street 
protests calling for free speech, due process, accountability, and 
democracy brought about the end of the Communist regimes in 
East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Romania. Within a few years, 
the Soviet Union itself would no longer exist.

Also on June 4, 1989, the Chinese Communist Party ordered the 
military to remove thousands of students from Tiananmen Square. 
� e students were calling for free speech, due process, accountability, 
and democracy. Soldiers arrested and killed demonstrators in Beijing 
and around the country. Later, they systematically tracked down 
the leaders of the protest movement and forced them to confess 
and recant. Some spent years in jail. Others managed to elude their 
pursuers and � ee the country forever.

In the aftermath of these events, the Chinese concluded that 
the physical elimination of dissenters was insu�  cient. To prevent 
the democratic wave then sweeping across Central Europe from 
reaching East Asia, the Chinese Communist Party eventually 
set out to eliminate not just the people but the ideas that had 
motivated the protests. In the years to come, this would require 
policing what the Chinese people could see online.

Nobody believed that this would work. In 2000, President 
Bill Clinton told an audience at the Johns Hopkins School of 
Advanced International Studies that it was impossible. “In the 
knowledge economy,” he said, “economic innovation and politi-
cal empowerment, whether anyone likes it or not, will inevitably 
go hand in hand.” � e transcript records the audience reactions: 

“Now, there’s no question China has been trying to crack down 

on the internet.” (Chuckles.) “Good luck!” (Laughter.) “� at’s sort 

of like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall.” (Laughter.)

While we were still rhapsodizing about the many ways in which 
the internet could spread democracy, the Chinese were design-
ing what’s become known as the Great Firewall of China. � at 
method of internet management—which is in e¢ ect conversa-
tion management— contains many di¢ erent elements, beginning 
with an elaborate system of blocks and £ lters that prevent inter-
net users from seeing particular words and phrases. Among them, 
famously, are Tiananmen, 1989, and June 4, but there are many 
more. In 2000, a directive called “Measures for Managing Internet 
Information Services” prohibited an extraordinarily wide range 
of content, including anything that “endangers national security, 
divulges state secrets, subverts the government, undermines national 
uni£ cation,” and “is detrimental to the honor and interests of the 
state”— anything, in other words, that the authorities didn’t like. 

� e Chinese regime also combined online tracking methods 
with other tools of repression, including security cameras, police 
inspections, and arrests. In Xinjiang province, where China’s Uyghur 
Muslim population is concentrated, the state has forced people to 
install “nanny apps” that can scan phones for forbidden phrases and 
pick up unusual behavior: Anyone who downloads a virtual private 
network, anyone who stays o¦  ine altogether, and anyone whose 
home uses too much electricity (which could be evidence of a secret 
houseguest) can arouse suspicion. Voice-recognition technology and 
even DNA swabs are used to monitor where Uyghurs walk, drive, 
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and shop. With every new break-
through, with every AI advance, 
China has gotten closer to its holy 
grail: a system that can eliminate 
not just the words democracy and 
Tiananmen from the internet, but 
the thinking that leads people to 
become democracy activists or 
attend public protests in real life.

But along the way, the Chinese 
regime discovered a deeper prob-
lem: Surveillance, regardless of 
sophistication, provides no guaran-
tees. During the corona virus pan-
demic, the Chinese government 
imposed controls more severe than 
most of its citizens had ever expe-
rienced. Millions of people were 
locked into their homes. Untold 
numbers entered government 
quarantine camps. Yet the lockdown also produced the angriest 
and most energetic Chinese protests in many years. Young people 
who had never attended a demonstration and had no memory 
of Tiananmen gathered in the streets of Beijing and Shanghai in 
the autumn of 2022 to talk about freedom. In Xinjiang, where 
lockdowns were the longest and harshest, and where repression is 
most complete, people came out in public and sang the Chinese 
national anthem, emphasizing one line: “Rise up, those who refuse 
to be slaves!” Clips of their performance circulated widely, presum-
ably because the spyware and � lters didn’t identify the national 
anthem as dissent.

Even in a state where surveillance is almost total, the experience 
of tyranny and injustice can radicalize people. Anger at arbitrary 
power will always lead someone to start thinking about another 
system, a better way to run society. � e strength of these dem-
onstrations, and the broader anger they re� ected, was enough to 
spook the Chinese Communist Party into lifting the quarantine 
and allowing the virus to spread. � e deaths that resulted were 
preferable to public anger and protest. 

Like the demonstrations against President Vladimir Putin in 
Russia that began in 2011, the 2014 street protests in Venezuela, 
and the 2019 Hong Kong protests, the 2022 protests in China 
help explain something else: why autocratic regimes have slowly 
turned their repressive mechanisms outward, into the democratic 
world. If people are naturally drawn to the image of human rights, 
to the language of democracy, to the dream of freedom, then 
those concepts have to be poisoned. � at requires more than 
surveillance, more than close observation of the population, more 
than a political system that defends against liberal ideas. It also 
requires an o� ensive plan: a narrative that damages both the idea 
of democracy everywhere in the world and the tools to deliver it. 

O n  F e b r ua r y  2 4 ,  2 0 2 2 ,  as Russia launched its invasion 
of Ukraine, fantastical tales of biological warfare began surging 
across the internet. Russian o�  cials solemnly declared that secret 

U.S.-funded biolabs in Ukraine had been conducting experiments 
with bat viruses and claimed that U.S. o�  cials had confessed to 
manipulating “dangerous pathogens.” � e story was unfounded, 
not to say ridiculous, and was repeatedly debunked.

Nevertheless, an American Twitter account with links to the 
QAnon conspiracy network—@WarClandestine—began tweeting 
about the nonexistent biolabs, racking up thousands of retweets 
and views. � e hashtag #biolab started trending on Twitter and 
reached more than 9 million views. Even after the account— later 
revealed to belong to a veteran of the Army National Guard—was 
suspended, people continued to post screenshots. A version of 
the story appeared on the Infowars website created by Alex Jones, 
best known for promoting conspiracy theories about the shoot-
ing at Sandy Hook Elementary School and harassing families 
of the victims. Tucker Carlson, then still hosting a show on Fox 
News, played clips of a Russian general and a Chinese spokes-
person repeating the biolab fantasy and demanded that the Biden 
administration “stop lying and [tell] us what’s going on here.”

Chinese state media also leaned hard into the story. A foreign- 
ministry spokesperson declared that the U.S. controlled 26 bio-
labs in Ukraine: “Russia has found during its military operations 
that the U.S. uses these facilities to conduct bio- military plans.” 
Xinhua, a Chinese state news agency, ran multiple headlines: 
“U.S.-Led Biolabs Pose Potential � reats to People of Ukraine 
and Beyond,” “Russia Urges U.S. to Explain Purpose of Biologi-
cal Labs in Ukraine,” and so on. U.S. diplomats publicly refuted 
these fabrications. Nevertheless, the Chinese continued to spread 
them. So did the scores of Asian, African, and Latin American 
media outlets that have content-sharing agreements with Chinese 
state media. So did Telesur, the Venezuelan network; Press TV, 
the Iranian network; and Russia Today, in Spanish and Arabic, as 
well as on many Russia Today–linked websites around the world. 

� is joint propaganda e� ort worked. Globally, it helped under-
mine the U.S.-led e� ort to create solidarity with Ukraine and enforce 
sanctions against Russia. Inside the U.S., it helped undermine the 
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Biden administration’s e�ort to consolidate American public opin-
ion in support of providing aid to Ukraine. According to one poll, 
a quarter of Americans believed the biolabs conspiracy theory to 
be true. After the invasion, Russia and China—with, again, help 
from Venezuela, Iran, and far-right Europeans and Americans— 
successfully created an international echo chamber. Anyone inside 
this echo chamber heard the biolab conspiracy theory many times, 
from di�erent sources, each one repeating and building on the 
others to create the impression of veracity. �ey also heard false 
descriptions of Ukrainians as Nazis, along with claims that Ukraine 
is a puppet state run by the CIA, and that NATO started the war. 

Outside this echo chamber, few even know it exists. At a dinner 
in Munich in February 2023, I found myself seated across from a 
European diplomat who had just returned from Africa. He had met 
with some students there and had been shocked to discover how 
little they knew about the war in Ukraine, and how much of what 
they did know was wrong. �ey had repeated the Russian claims 
that the Ukrainians are Nazis, blamed NATO for the invasion, and 
generally used the same kind of language that can be heard every 
night on the Russian evening news. �e diplomat was mysti�ed. He 
grasped for explanations: Maybe the legacy of colonialism explained 
the spread of these conspiracy theories, or Western neglect of the 
global South, or the long shadow of the Cold War.

But the story of how Africans— as well as Latin Americans, 
Asians, and indeed many Europeans and Americans— have come to 
spout Russian propaganda about Ukraine is not primarily a story of 
European colonial history, Western policy, or the Cold War. Rather, 
it involves China’s systematic e�orts to buy or in�uence both popu-
lar and elite audiences around the world; carefully curated Russian 
propaganda campaigns, some open, some clandestine, some ampli-
�ed by the American and European far right; and other autocracies 
using their own networks to promote the same language. 

To be fair to the European diplomat, the convergence of what 
had been disparate authoritarian in�uence projects is still new. Rus-
sian information-laundering and Chinese propaganda have long 
had di�erent goals. Chinese propagandists mostly stayed out of the 
democratic world’s politics, except to promote Chinese achieve-
ments, Chinese economic success, and Chinese narratives about 
Tibet or Hong Kong. �eir e�orts in Africa and Latin America 
tended to feature dull, unwatchable announcements of investments 
and state visits. Russian e�orts were more aggressive—sometimes 
in conjunction with the far right or the far left in the democratic 
world—and aimed to distort debates and elections in the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, and elsewhere. Still, 
they often seemed unfocused, as if computer hackers were throw-
ing spaghetti at the wall, just to see which crazy story might stick. 
Venezuela and Iran were fringe players, not real sources of in�uence.

Slowly, though, these autocracies have come together, not 
around particular stories, but around a set of ideas, or rather in 
opposition to a set of ideas. Transparency, for example. And rule 
of law. And democracy. �ey have heard language about those 
ideas—which originate in the democratic world—coming from 
their own dissidents, and have concluded that they are dangerous 
to their regimes. �eir own rhetoric makes this clear. In 2013, 
as Chinese President Xi Jinping was beginning his rise to power, 

an internal Chinese memo, known enigmatically as Document 
No. 9—or, more formally, as the Communiqué on the Current 
State of the Ideological Sphere—listed “seven perils” faced by the 
Chinese Communist Party. “Western constitutional democracy” 
led the list, followed by “universal human rights,” “media inde-
pendence,” “judicial independence,” and “civic participation.” 
�e document concluded that “Western forces hostile to China,” 
together with dissidents inside the country, “are still constantly 
in�ltrating the ideological sphere,” and instructed party leaders to 
push back against these ideas wherever they found them, especially 
online, inside China and around the world.

Since at least 2004, the Russians have been focused on the 
same convergence of internal and external ideological threats. 
�at was the year Ukrainians staged a popular revolt, known as 
the Orange Revolution—the name came from the orange T-shirts 
and �ags of the protesters—against a clumsy attempt to steal a 
presidential election. �e angry intervention of the Ukrainian 
public into what was meant to have been a carefully orchestrated 
victory for Viktor Yanukovych, a pro-Russian candidate directly 
supported by Putin himself, profoundly unnerved the Russians. 
�is was especially the case because a similarly unruly protest 
movement in Georgia had brought a pro-European politician, 
Mikheil Saakashvili, to power the year before.

Shaken by those two events, Putin put the bogeyman of “color 
revolution” at the center of Russian propaganda. Civic protest 
movements are now always described as color revolutions in Rus-
sia, and as the work of outsiders. Popular opposition leaders are 
always said to be puppets of foreign governments. Anti-corruption 
and pro democracy slogans are linked to chaos and instability 
wherever they are used, whether in Tunisia, Syria, or the United 
States. In 2011, a year of mass protest against a manipulated elec-
tion in Russia itself, Putin bitterly described the Orange Revolu-
tion as a “well-tested scheme for destabilizing society,” and he 
accused the Russian opposition of “transferring this practice to 
Russian soil,” where he feared a similar popular uprising intended 
to remove him from power.

Putin was wrong—no “scheme” had been “transferred.” Public 
discontent in Russia simply had no way to express itself except 
through street protest, and Putin’s opponents had no legal means 
to remove him from power. Like so many other people around the 
world, they talked about democracy and human rights because 
they recognized that these concepts represented their best hope 
for achieving justice, and freedom from autocratic power. �e 
protests that led to democratic transitions in the Philippines, 
Taiwan, South Africa, South Korea, and Mexico; the “people’s 
revolutions” that washed across Central and Eastern Europe in 
1989; the Arab Spring in 2011; and, yes, the color revolutions in 
Ukraine and Georgia—all were begun by those who had su�ered 
injustice at the hands of the state, and who seized on the language 
of freedom and democracy to propose an alternative. 

�is is the core problem for autocracies: �e Russians, the Chi-
nese, the Iranians, and others all know that the language of transpar-
ency, accountability, justice, and democracy appeals to some of their 
citizens, as it does to many people who live in dictatorships. Even 
the most sophisticated surveillance can’t wholly suppress it. �e very 

0624_WEL_Applebaum_PropagandaWar [Print]_19284437.indd   33 4/19/2024   10:07:33 PM



JUNE 202434

ideas of democracy and freedom must be discredited—especially 
in the places where they have historically 	ourished. 

In  the  20th centur y,  Communist Party propaganda was 
overwhelming and inspiring, or at least it was meant to be. �e 
future it portrayed was shiny and idealized, a vision of clean fac-
tories, abundant produce, and healthy tractor drivers with large 
muscles and square jaws. �e architecture was designed to over-
power, the music to intimidate, the public spectacles to awe. In 
theory, citizens were meant to feel enthusiasm, inspiration, and 
hope. In practice, this kind of propaganda back�red, because 
people could compare what they saw on posters and in movies 
with a far more impoverished reality. 

A few autocracies still portray themselves to their citizens as 
model states. �e North Koreans continue to hold colossal mili-
tary parades with elaborate gymnastics displays and huge por-
traits of their leader, very much in the Stalinist style. But most 
modern authoritarians have learned from the mistakes of the 
previous century. Freedom House, a nonpro�t that advocates 
for democracy around the world, lists 56 countries as “not free.” 
Most don’t o�er their fellow citizens a vision of utopia, and don’t 
inspire them to build a better world. Instead, they teach people 
to be cynical and passive, apathetic and afraid, because there is no 
better world to build. �eir goal is to persuade their own people 
to stay out of politics, and above all to convince them that there 
is no democratic alternative: Our state may be corrupt, but every-

one else is corrupt too. You may not like our leader, but the others are 

worse. You may not like our society, but at least we are strong. �e 

democratic world is weak, degenerate, divided, dying.

Instead of portraying China as the perfect society, modern 
Chinese propaganda seeks to inculcate nationalist pride, based on 
China’s real experience of economic development, and to promote 
a Beijing model of progress through dictatorship and “order” that’s 
superior to the chaos and violence of democracy. Chinese media 
mocked the laxity of the American response to the pandemic with 
an animated �lm that ended with the Statue of Liberty on an intra-
venous drip. China’s Global Times wrote that Chinese people were 
mocking the January 6 insurrection as “karma” and “retribution”: 
“Seeing such scenarios,” the publication’s then-editor wrote in an 
op-ed, “many Chinese will naturally recall that Nancy Pelosi once 
praised the violence of Hong Kong protesters as ‘a beautiful sight 
to behold.’ ” (Pelosi, of course, had praised peaceful demonstrators, 
not violence.) �e Chinese are told that these forces of chaos are out 
to disrupt their own lives, and they are encouraged to �ght against 
them in a “people’s war” against foreign in	uence.

Russians, although they hear very little about what happens 
in their own towns and cities, receive similar messages about the 
decline of places they don’t know and have mostly never visited: 
America, France, Britain, Sweden, Poland— countries apparently 
�lled with degeneracy, hypocrisy, and Russophobia. A study of Rus-
sian television from 2014 to 2017 found that negative news about 
Europe appeared on the three main Russian channels, all state- 
controlled, an average of 18 times a day. Some of the stories were 
obviously invented (European governments are stealing children from 

straight families and giving them to gay couples! ), but even the true 

ones were cherry-picked to support the idea that daily life in Europe 
is frightening and chaotic, that Europeans are weak and immoral, 
and that the European Union is aggressive and interventionist. If 
anything, the portrayal of America has been more dramatic. Putin 
himself has displayed a surprisingly intimate acquaintance with 
American culture wars about transgender rights, and mockingly 
sympathized with people who he says have been “canceled.”

�e goal is clear: to prevent Russians from identifying with 
Europe the way they once did, and to build alliances between 
Putin’s domestic audience and his supporters in Europe and North 
America, where some naive conservatives (or perhaps cynical, well-
paid conservatives) seek to convince their followers that Russia is 
a “white Christian state.” In reality, Russia has very low church 
attendance, legal abortion, and a multi ethnic population containing 
millions of Muslim citizens and migrants. �e autonomous region 
of Chechnya, which is part of the Russian Federation, is governed, 
in practice, by elements of Sharia law. �e Russian state harasses 
and represses many forms of religion outside the state-sanctioned 
Russian Orthodox Church, including evangelical Protestantism. 
Nevertheless, among the slogans shouted by white nationalists 
marching in the infamous Charlottesville, Virginia, demonstra-
tion in 2017 was “Russia is our friend.” Putin sends periodic 
messages to this constituency: “I uphold the traditional approach 
that a woman is a woman, a man is a man, a mother is a 
mother, and a father is a father,” he told a press conference 
in December 2021, almost as if this “traditional approach” 
would be justi�cation for invading Ukraine.

�is manipulation of the strong emotions around gay 
rights and feminism has been widely copied throughout 
the autocratic world, often as a means of defending against 
criticism of the regime. Yoweri Museveni, who has been 
the president of Uganda for more than three decades, 
passed an “anti- homosexuality” bill in 2014, instituting 
a life sentence for gay people who have sex or marry and 
criminalizing the “promotion” of a homosexual lifestyle. 
By picking a �ght over gay rights, he was able to con-
solidate his supporters at home while neutralizing for-
eign criticisms of his regime, describing them as “social 
imperialism”: “Outsiders cannot dictate to us; this is our 
country,” he declared. Viktor Orbán, the prime minister of 
Hungary, also ducks discussion of Hungarian corruption 
by hiding behind a culture war. He pretends that ongoing 
tension between his government and the U.S. ambassador 
to Hungary concerns religion and gender: During Tucker 
Carlson’s recent visit to Hungary, Carlson declared that 
the Biden administration “hates” Hungary because “it’s a 
Christian country,” when in fact it is Orbán’s deep �nan-
cial and political ties to Russia and China that have badly 
damaged American-Hungarian relations.

�e new authoritarians also have a di�erent attitude 
toward reality. When Soviet leaders lied, they tried to make 
their falsehoods seem real. �ey became angry when any-
one accused them of lying. But in Putin’s Russia, Bashar 
al-Assad’s Syria, and Nicolás Maduro’s Venezuela, politi-
cians and television personalities play a di�erent game. 
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�ey lie constantly, blatantly, obviously. But they don’t bother to 
o	er counter arguments when their lies are exposed. After Russian-
controlled forces shot down Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17 over 
Ukraine in 2014, the Russian government reacted not only with 
a denial, but with multiple stories, plausible and implausible: It 
blamed the Ukrainian army, and the CIA, and a nefarious plot 
in which dead people were placed on a plane in order to fake a 
crash and discredit Russia. �is tactic—the so-called �re hose of 
falsehoods— ultimately produces not outrage but nihilism. Given 
so many explanations, how can you know what actually happened? 
What if you just can’t know? If you don’t know what happened, 
you’re not likely to join a great movement for democracy, or to 
listen when anyone speaks about positive political change. Instead, 
you are not going to participate in any politics at all.

Fear, cynicism, nihilism, and apathy, coupled with disgust and 
disdain for democracy: �is is the formula that modern autocrats, 
with some variations, sell to their citizens and to foreigners, all 
with the aim of destroying what they call “American hegemony.” 
In service of this idea, Russia, a colonial power, paints itself as a 
leader of the non-Western civilizations in what the analyst Ivan 
Klyszcz calls their struggle for “messianic multipolarity,” a battle 
against “the West’s imposition of ‘decadent,’ ‘globalist’ values.” In 
September 2022, when Putin held a ceremony to mark his illegal 

annexation of southern and eastern Ukraine, he claimed that he 
was protecting Russia from the “satanic” West and “perversions 
that lead to degradation and extinction.” He did not speak of 
the people he had tortured or the Ukrainian children he had 
kidnapped. A year later, Putin told a gathering in Sochi: “We are 
now �ghting not just for Russia’s freedom but for the freedom 
of the whole world. We can frankly say that the dictatorship of 
one hegemon is becoming decrepit. We see it, and everyone sees 
it now. It is getting out of control and is simply dangerous for 
others.” �e language of “hegemony” and “multipolarity” is now 
part of Chinese, Iranian, and Venezuelan narratives too.

In truth, Russia is a genuine danger to its neighbors, which is 
why most of them are re-arming and preparing to �ght against 
a new colonial occupation. �e irony is even greater in African 
countries like Mali, where Russian mercenaries from the Wagner 
Group have helped keep a military dictatorship in power, report-
edly by conducting summary executions, committing atrocities 
against civilians, and looting property. In Mali, as in Ukraine, the 
battle against Western decadence means that white Russian thugs 
brutally terrorize people with impunity.

And yet Mali Actu, a pro-Russian website in Mali, solemnly 
explains to its readers that “in a world that is more and more multi-
polar, Africa will play a more and more important role.” Mali Actu 

is not alone; it’s just a small 
part of a propaganda net-
work, created by the autoc-
racies, that is now visible all 
over the world.

The  infrastr ucture 

of antidemocratic propa-
ganda takes many forms, 
some overt and some covert, 
some aimed at the public 
and some aimed at elites. 
�e United Front, the ful-
crum of the Chinese Com-
munist Party’s most impor-
tant influence strategy, 
seeks to shape perceptions 
of China around the world 
by creating educational and 
exchange programs, con-
trolling Chinese exile com-
munities, building Chinese 
chambers of commerce, and 
courting anyone willing to 
be a de facto spokesperson 
for China. �e Confucius 
Institutes are probably the 
best-known elite Chinese 
influence project. Origi-
nally perceived as benign 
cultural bodies not unlike 
the Goethe-Institut, run by 
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the German government, and the Alliance Française, they were 
welcomed by many universities because they provided cheap or 
even free Chinese-language classes and professors. Over time, the 
institutes aroused suspicion, policing Chinese students at American 
universities by restricting open discussions of Tibet and Taiwan, 
and in some cases altering the teaching of Chinese history and 
politics to suit Chinese narratives. �ey have now been mostly 
disbanded in the United States. But they are �ourishing in many 
other places, including Africa, where there are several dozen.

�ese subtler operations are augmented by China’s enormous 
investment in international media. �e Xinhua wire service, the 
China Global Television Network, China Radio International, 
and China Daily all receive signi�cant state �nancing, have social-
media accounts in multiple languages and regions, and sell, share, 
or otherwise promote their content. �ese Chinese outlets cover 
the entire world, and provide feeds of slickly produced news and 
video segments to their partners at low prices, sometimes for free, 
which makes them more than competitive with reputable Western 
newswires, such as Reuters and the Associated Press. Scores of 
news organizations in Europe and Asia use Chinese content, as do 
many in Africa, from Kenya and Nigeria to Egypt and Zambia. 
Chinese media maintain a regional hub in Nairobi, where they 
hire prominent local journalists and produce content in African 
languages. Building this media empire has been estimated to cost 
billions of dollars a year. 

For the moment, viewership of many of these Chinese-owned 
channels remains low; their output can be predictable, even bor-
ing. But more popular forms of Chinese television are gradually 
becoming available. StarTimes, a satellite- television company that 
is tightly linked to the Chinese government, launched in Africa in 
2008 and now has 13 million television subscribers in more than 
30 African countries. StarTimes is cheap for consumers, costing 
just a few dollars a month. It prioritizes Chinese content—not just 
news but kung-fu movies, soap operas, and Chinese Super League 
football, with the dialogue and commentary all translated into 
Hausa, Swahili, and other African languages. In this way, even 
entertainment can carry China-positive messages.

�is subtler shift is the real goal: to have the Chinese point of 
view appear in the local press, with local bylines. Chinese propa-
gandists call this strategy “borrowing boats to reach the sea,” and 
it can be achieved in many ways. Unlike Western governments, 
China doesn’t think of propaganda, censorship, diplomacy, and 
media as separate activities. Legal pressure on news organizations, 
online trolling operations aimed at journalists, cyberattacks—all 
of these can be deployed as part of a single operation designed 
to promulgate or undermine a given narrative. China also o�ers 
training courses or stipends for local journalists across Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America, sometimes providing phones and laptops in 
exchange for what the regime hopes will be favorable coverage. 

�e Chinese also cooperate, both openly and discreetly, with 
the media outlets of other autocracies. Telesur, a Hugo Chávez 
project launched in 2005, is headquartered in Caracas and led by 
Venezuela in partnership with Cuba and Nicaragua. Selectively 
culled bits of foreign news make it onto Telesur from its partners, 
including headlines that presumably have limited appeal in Latin 

America: “US-Armenia Joint Military Drills Undermine Regional 
Stability,” for example, and “Russia Has No Expansionist Plans 
in Europe.” Both of these stories, from 2023, were lifted directly 
from the Xinhua wire.

Iran, for its part, o�ers Hispan TV, the Spanish-language version 
of Press TV, the Iranian international service. Hispan TV leans heav-
ily into open anti-Semitism and Holocaust denial: One March 2020 
headline declared that the “New Coronavirus Is the Result of a 
Zionist Plot.” Spain banned Hispan TV and Google blocked it 
from its YouTube and Gmail accounts, but the service is easily 
available across Latin America, just as Al-Alam, the Arabic version 
of Press TV, is widely available in the Middle East. After the Octo-
ber 7 Hamas attack on Israel, the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, 
an international group dedicated to �ghting disinformation, found 
that Iran was creating additional hacking groups to target digital, 
physical, and electoral infrastructure in Israel (where it went after 
electoral rolls) and the United States. In the future, these hacking 
operations may be combined with propaganda campaigns.

RT—Russia Today—has a bigger pro�le than either Telesur or 
Press  TV; in Africa, it has close links to China. Following the inva-
sion of Ukraine, some satellite networks dropped RT. But China’s 
StarTimes satellite picked it up, and RT immediately began building 
o¬ces and relationships across Africa, especially in countries run 
by autocrats who echo its anti-Western, anti-LGBTQ messages, 
and who appreciate its lack of critical or investigative reporting.

RT—like Press TV, Telesur, and even CGTN—also functions 
as a production facility, a source of video clips that can be spread 
online, repurposed and reused in targeted campaigns. Americans 
got a �rsthand view of how the clandestine versions work in 2016, 
when the Internet Research Agency—now disbanded but based 
then in St. Petersburg and led by the late Yevgeny Prigozhin, more 
famous as the mercenary boss of the Wagner Group who staged an 
aborted march on Moscow—pumped out fake material via fake 
Facebook and Twitter accounts, designed to confuse American vot-
ers. Examples ranged from virulently anti-immigration accounts 
aimed at bene�ting Donald Trump to fake Black Lives Matter 
accounts that attacked Hillary Clinton from the left. 

Since 2016, these tactics have been applied across the globe. 
�e Xinhua and RT o¬ces in Africa and around the world— along 
with Telesur and Hispan TV— create stories, slogans, memes, and 
narratives promoting the worldview of the autocracies; these, in 
turn, are repeated and ampli�ed in many countries, translated into 
many languages, and reshaped for many local markets. �e materi al 
produced is mostly unsophisticated, but it is inexpensive and can 
change quickly, according to the needs of the moment. After the 
October 7 Hamas attack, for example, o¬cial and un o¬cial Rus-
sian sources immediately began putting out both anti-Israel and 
anti- Semitic material, and messages calling American and Western 
support for Ukraine hypocritical in light of the Gaza con�ict. �e 
data-analytics company Alto Intelligence found posts smearing 
both Ukrainians and Israelis as “Nazis,” part of what appears to 
be a campaign to bring far-left and far-right communities closer 
together in opposition to U.S.-allied democracies. Anti- Semitic 
and pro-Hamas messages also increased inside China, as well as 
on Chinese-linked accounts around the world. Joshua Eisenman, a 
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professor at Notre Dame and the author of a new book on China’s 
relations with Africa, told me that during a recent trip to Beijing, 
he was astonished by how quickly the previous Chinese line on 
the Middle East—“China-Israel relations are stronger than ever”—
changed. “It was a complete 180 in just a few days.” 

Not that everyone hearing these messages will necessarily know 
where they come from, because they often appear in forums that 
conceal their origins. Most people probably did not hear the 
American-biolabs conspiracy theory on a television news program, 
for example. Instead, they heard it thanks to organizations like 
Pressenza and Yala News. Pressenza, a website founded in Milan 
and relocated to Ecuador in 2014, publishes in eight languages, 
describes itself as “an international news agency dedicated to news 
about peace and nonviolence,” and featured an article on biolabs 
in Ukraine. According to the U.S. State Department, Pressenza is 
part of a project, run by three Russian companies, that planned 
to create articles in Moscow and then translate them for these 
“native” sites, following Chinese practice, to make them seem 
“local.” Pressenza denied the allegations; one of its journalists, 
Oleg Yasinsky, who says he is of Ukrainian origin, responded 
by denouncing America’s “planetary propaganda machine” and 
quoting Che Guevara.

Like Pressenza, Yala News also markets itself as independent. 
� is U.K.-registered, Arabic-language news operation provides 
slickly produced videos, including celebrity interviews, to its 3 mil-
lion followers every day. In March 2022, as the biolabs allegation 
was being promoted by other outlets, the site posted a video that 
echoed one of the most sensational versions: Ukraine was planning 
to use migratory birds as a delivery vehicle for bioweapons, infect-
ing the birds and then sending them into Russia to spread disease. 

Yala did not invent this ludicrous tale: Russian state media, 
such as the Sputnik news agency, published it in Russian � rst, 

followed by Sputnik’s Arabic web-
site and RT Arabic. Russia’s United 
Nations ambassador addressed the 
UN Security Council about the 
biobird scandal, warning of the 
“real biological danger to the peo-
ple in European countries, which 
can result from an uncontrolled 
spread of bioagents from Ukraine.” 
In an April 2022 interview in Kyiv, 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky told � e Atlantic’s editor 
in chief, Je¡ rey Goldberg, and me 
that the biobirds story reminded 
him of a Monty Python sketch. If 
Yala were truly an “independent” 
publication, as it describes itself, it 
would have fact-checked this story, 
which, like the other biolab con-
spiracies, was widely debunked. 

But Yala News is not a news 
organization at all. As the BBC 
has reported, it’s an information 

laundromat, a site that exists to spread and propagate material 
produced by RT and other Russian facilities. Yala News has posted 
claims that the Russian massacre of Ukrainian civilians at Bucha 
was staged, that Zelensky appeared drunk on television, and 
that Ukrainian soldiers were running away from the front lines. 
Although the company is registered to an address in London—a 
mail drop shared by 65,000 other companies—its “news team” 
is based in a suburb of Damascus. � e company’s CEO is a Syr-
ian businessman based in Dubai who, when asked by the BBC, 
insisted on the organization’s “impartiality.”

Another strange actor in this � eld is RRN—the company’s 
name is an acronym, originally for Reliable Russian News, later 
changed to Reliable Recent News. Created in the aftermath of 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, RRN, part of a bigger information- 
laundering operation known to investigators as Doppel-
ganger, is primarily a “typosquatter”: a company that registers 
domain names that look similar to real media domain names—
Reuters.cfd instead of Reuters.com, for example—as well as web-
sites with names that sound authentic (like Notre Pays, or “Our 
Country”) but are created to deceive. RRN is proli� c. During its 
short existence, it has created more than 300 sites targeting Europe, 
the Middle East, and Latin America. Links to these sites are then 
used to make Facebook, Twitter, and other social-media posts 
appear credible. When someone is quickly scrolling, they might 
not notice that a headline links to a fake Spiegel.pro website, say, 
rather than to the authentic German-magazine website Spiegel.de. 

Doppelganger’s e¡ orts, run by a clutch of companies in Russia, 
have varied widely, and seem to have included fake NATO press 
releases, with the same fonts and design as the genuine releases, 
“revealing” that NATO leaders were planning to deploy Ukrainian 
paramilitary troops to France to quell pension protests. In Novem-
ber, operatives who the French government believes are linked 
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to Doppelganger spray-painted Stars of David around Paris and 
posted them on social media, hoping to amplify French divisions 
over the Gaza war. Russian operatives built a social-media network 
to spread the false stories and the photographs of anti-Semitic 
gra�ti. �e goal is to make sure that the people encountering 
this content have little clue as to who created it, or where or why. 

Russia and China are not the only parties in this space. Both 
real and automated social-media accounts geolocated to Venezuela 
played a small role in the 2018 Mexican presidential election, for 
example, boosting the campaign of Andrés Manuel López Obra-
dor. Notable were two kinds of messages: those that promoted 
images of Mexican violence and chaos—images that might make 
people feel they need an autocrat to restore order—and those that 
were angrily opposed to NAFTA and the U.S. more broadly. �is 
tiny social-media investment must have been deemed successful. 
After he became president, López Obrador engaged in the same 
kinds of smear campaigns as unelected politicians in autocracies, 
em powered and corrupted the military, undermined the indepen-
dence of the judiciary, and otherwise degraded Mexican democ-
racy. In o�ce, he has promoted Russian narratives about the war 
in Ukraine along with Chinese narratives about the repression 
of the Uyghurs. Mexico’s relationship with the United States has 
become more di�cult— and that, surely, was part of the point.

None of these e�orts would succeed without local actors who 
share the autocratic world’s goals. Russia, China, and Venezuela 
did not invent anti-Americanism in Mexico. �ey did not invent 
Catalan separatism, to name another movement that both Russian 
and Venezuelan social-media accounts supported, or the German 
far right, or France’s Marine Le Pen. All they do is amplify existing 
people and movements—whether anti-LGBTQ, anti-Semitic, 
anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant, anti-Ukrainian, or, above all, anti-
democratic. Sometimes they provide a social-media echo. Some-
times they employ reporters and spokespeople. Sometimes they use 

the media networks they built for this purpose. And sometimes, 
they just rely on Americans to do it for them. 

Here is  a  difficult truth:  A part of the American politi-
cal spectrum is not merely a passive recipient of the combined 
authoritarian narratives that come from Russia, China, and their 
ilk, but an active participant in creating and spreading them. Like 
the leaders of those countries, the American MAGA right also 
wants Americans to believe that their democracy is degenerate, 
their elections illegitimate, their civilization dying. �e MAGA 
movement’s leaders also have an interest in pumping nihilism and 
cynicism into the brains of their fellow citizens, and in convincing 
them that nothing they see is true. �eir goals are so similar that it 
is hard to distinguish between the online American alt-right and 
its foreign ampli�ers, who have multiplied since the days when this 
was solely a Russian project. Tucker Carlson has even promoted the 
fear of a color revolution in America, lifting the phrase directly from 
Russian propaganda. �e Chinese have joined in too: Earlier this 
year, a group of Chinese accounts that had previously been posting 
pro-Chinese material in Mandarin began posting in English, using 
MAGA symbols and attacking President Joe Biden. �ey showed 
fake images of Biden in prison garb, made fun of his age, and called 
him a satanist pedophile. One Chinese-linked account reposted an 
RT video repeating the lie that Biden had sent a neo-Nazi criminal 
to �ght in Ukraine. Alex Jones’s reposting of the lie on social media 
reached some 400,000 people. 

Given that both Russian and Chinese actors now blend in so 
easily with the MAGA messaging operation, it is hardly surpris-
ing that the American government has di�culty responding to 
the newly interlinked autocratic propaganda network. American- 
government-backed foreign broadcasters— Voice of America, 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Farda, Radio Martí—
still exist, but neither their mandate nor their funding has changed T
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much in recent years. �e intelligence agencies continue to observe 
what happens— there is a Foreign Malign In�uence Center under 
the O�ce of the Director of National Intelligence— but they are 
by de�nition not part of the public debate. �e only relatively 
new government institution �ghting antidemocratic propaganda 
is the Global Engagement Center, but it is in the State Depart-
ment, and its mandate is to focus on authoritarian propaganda 
outside the United States. Established in 2016, it replaced the 
Center for Strategic Counterterrorism Communications, which 
sought to foil the Islamic State and other jihadist groups that were 
recruiting young people online. In 2014–15, as the scale of Rus-
sian dis information campaigns in Europe were becoming better 
known, Congress designated the GEC to deal with Russian as well 
as Chinese, Iranian, and other propaganda campaigns around the 
world—although not, again, inside the United States. �roughout 
the Trump administration, the organization languished under the 
direction of a president who himself repeated Russian propaganda 
lines during the 2016 campaign—“Obama founded ISIS,” for 
example, and “Hillary will start World War III.” 

Today the GEC is run by James Rubin, a former State Depart-
ment spokesperson from the Bill Clinton era. It employs 125 
people and has a budget of $61 million—hardly a match for the 
many billions that China and Russia spend building their media 
networks. But it is beginning to �nd its footing, handing out small 
grants to international groups that track and reveal foreign dis-
information operations. It’s now specializing in identifying covert 
propaganda campaigns before they begin, with the help of U.S. 
intelligence agencies. Rubin calls this “prebunking” and describes 
it as a kind of “inoculation”: “If journalists and governments know 
that this is coming, then when it comes, they will recognize it.” 

�e revelation in November of the Russian ties to seemingly 
native left-wing websites in Latin America, including Pressenza, 
was one such e¢ort. More recently, the GEC published a report 
on the African Initiative, an agency that had planned a huge 
campaign to discredit Western health philanthropy, starting with 
rumors about a new virus supposedly spread by mosquitoes. �e 
idea was to smear Western doctors, clinics, and philanthropists, 
and to build a climate of distrust around Western medicine, much 
as Russian e¢orts helped build a climate of distrust around West-
ern vaccines during the pandemic. �e GEC identi�ed the Rus-
sian leader of the project, Artem Sergeyevich Kureyev; noted that 
several employees had come to the African Initiative from the 
Wagner Group; and located two of its o�ces, in Mali and Burkina 
Faso. Rubin and others subsequently spent a lot of time talking 
with regional reporters about the African Initiative’s plans so that 
“people will recognize them” when they launch. Dozens of articles 
in English, Spanish, and other languages have described these 
operations, as have thousands of social-media posts. Eventually, 
the goal is to create an alliance of other nations who also want 
to share information about planned and ongoing information 
operations so that everyone knows they are coming. 

It’s a great idea, but no equivalent agency functions inside the 
United States. Some social-media companies have made purely 
voluntary e¢orts to remove foreign- government propaganda, 
sometimes after being tipped o¢ by the U.S. government but 

mostly on their own. In the U.S., Facebook created a security- 
policy unit that still regularly announces when it discovers 
“coordinated inauthentic behavior”—meaning accounts that 
are automated and/or evidently part of a planned operation 
from (usually) Russian, Iranian, or Chinese sources—and then 
takes down the posts. It is di�cult for outsiders to monitor this 
activity, because the company restricts access to its data, and 
even controls the tools that can be used to examine the data. In 
March, Meta announced that by August, it would phase out 
CrowdTangle, a tool used to analyze Facebook data, and replace 
it with a tool that analysts fear will be harder to use. 

X (formerly Twitter) also used to look for foreign propaganda 
activity, but under the ownership of Elon Musk, that voluntary 
e¢ort has been badly weakened. �e new blue-check “veri�ca-
tion” process allows users—including anonymous, pro-Russian 
users—to pay to have their posts ampli�ed; the old “safety team” 
no longer exists. �e result: After the collapse of the Kakhovka 
dam in Ukraine last summer, a major environmental and humani-
tarian disaster caused by Russian bombing over many weeks, the 
false narrative that Ukraine had destroyed it appeared hundreds 
of thousands of times on X. After the ISIS terrorist attack on a 
concert hall in Moscow in March, David Sacks, the former PayPal 
entrepreneur and a close associate of Musk’s, posted on X, with no 
evidence, that “if the Ukrainian government was behind the ter-
rorist attack, as looks increasingly likely, the U.S. must renounce 
it.” His completely unfounded post was viewed 2.5 million times. 
�is spring, some Republican congressional leaders �nally began 
speaking about the Russian propaganda that had “infected” their 
base and their colleagues. Most of that “Russian propaganda” is 
not coming from inside Russia.

Over the past several years, universities and think tanks have 
used their own data analytics to try to identify inauthentic networks 
on the largest websites—but they are also now meeting resistance 
from MAGA-a�liated Republican politicians. In 2020, teams at 
Stanford University and the University of Washington, together 
with the Digital Forensic Research Lab at the Atlantic Council 
and Graphika, a company that specializes in social-media analyt-
ics, decided to join forces to monitor false election information. 
Renée DiResta, one of the leaders of what became the Election 
Integrity Partnership, told me that an early concern was Russian 
and Chinese campaigns. DiResta assumed that these foreign inter-
ventions wouldn’t matter much, but she thought it would be useful 
and academically interesting to understand their scope. “Lo and 
behold,” she said, “the entity that becomes the most persistent in 
alleging that American elections are fraudulent, fake, rigged, and 
everything else turns out to be the president of the United States.” 
�e Election Integrity Partnership tracked election rumors coming 
from across the political spectrum, but observed that the MAGA 
right was far more proli�c and signi�cant than any other source.

�e Election Integrity Partnership was not organized or directed 
by the U.S. government. It occasionally reached out to platforms, 
but had no power to compel them to act, Di Resta told me. Never-
theless, the project became the focus of a complicated MAGA-
world conspiracy theory about alleged government suppression 
of free speech, and it led to legal and personal attacks on many 
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of those involved. � e project 
has been smeared and mis-
characterized by some of the 
journalists attached to Musk’s 
“Twitter Files” investigation, 
and by Representative Jim 
Jordan’s Select Sub committee 
on the Weaponization of the 
Federal Government. A series 
of lawsuits alleging that the 
U.S. government sought to 
suppress conservative speech, 
including one launched by 
Missouri and Louisiana that 
has now reached the Supreme 
Court, has effectively tried 
to silence organizations that 
investigate both domestic and 
foreign dis information cam-
paigns, overt and covert. To 
state baldly what is happen-
ing: The Republican Party’s 
right wing is actively harassing 
legitimate, good-faith e� orts to track the production and dis-
semination of autocratic dis information here in the United States.

Over time, the attack on the Election Integrity Partnership has 
itself acquired some of the characteristics of a classic information- 
laundering operation. � e most notorious example concerns a 
reference, on page 183 of the project’s � nal post-2020-election 
report, to the 21,897,364 tweets gathered after the election, in an 
e� ort to catalog the most viral false rumors. � at simple statement 
of the size of the database has been twisted into another false and 
yet constantly repeated rumor: the spurious claim that the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security somehow conspired with the Election 
Integrity Partnership to censor 22 million tweets. � is never hap-
pened, and yet DiResta said that “this nonsense about the 22 mil-
lion tweets pops up constantly as evidence of the sheer volume of 
our duplicity”; it has even appeared in the Congressional Record. 

� e same tactics have been used against the Global Engagement 
Center. In 2021, the GEC gave a grant to another organization, 
the Global Disinformation Index, which helped develop a techni-
cal tool to track online campaigns in East Asia and Europe. For a 
completely unrelated, separately funded project, the Global Disin-
formation Index also conducted a study, aimed at advertisers, that 
identi� ed websites at risk for publishing false stories. Two conserva-
tive organizations, � nding their names on that latter list, sued the 
GEC, although it had nothing to do with creating the list. Musk 
posted, again without any evidence, “� e worst o� ender in US 
government censorship & media manipulation is an obscure agency 
called GEC,” and that organization also became caught up in the 
endless whirlwind of conspiracy and congressional investigations. 

As it happens, I was caught up in it too, because I was listed 
online as an “adviser” to the Global Disinformation Index, even 
though I had not spoken with anyone at the organization for several 
years and was not aware that it even had a website. A predictable, 

and wearisome, pattern followed: false accusations (no, I was not 
advising anyone to censor anyone) and the obligatory death threats. 
Of course, my experience was mild compared with the experience 
of DiResta, who has been accused of being, as she put it, “the head 
of a censorship-industrial complex that does not exist.”

� ese stories are symptomatic of a larger problem: Because the 
American extreme right and (more rarely) the extreme left bene� t 
from the spread of antidemocratic narratives, they have an interest in 
silencing or hobbling any group that wants to stop, or even identify, 
foreign campaigns. Senator Mark Warner, the chair of the Senate 
Intelligence Committee, told me that “we are actually less prepared 
today than we were four years ago” for foreign attempts to in¥ uence 
the 2024 election. � is is not only because authoritarian propaganda 
campaigns have become more sophisticated as they begin to use 
AI, or because “you obviously have a political environment here 
where there’s a lot more Americans who are more distrustful of all 
institutions.” It’s also because the lawsuits, threats, and smear tactics 
have chilled government, academic, and tech-company responses. 

One could call this a secret authoritarian “plot” to preserve the 
ability to spread antidemocratic conspiracy theories, except that 
it’s not a secret. It’s all visible, right on the surface. Russia, China, 
and sometimes other state actors—Venezuela, Iran, Hungary— 
work with Americans to discredit democracy, to undermine the 
credibility of democratic leaders, to mock the rule of law. � ey 
do so with the goal of electing Trump, whose second presidency 
would damage the image of democracy around the world, as well 
as the stability of democracy in America, even further. 

Anne Applebaum is a sta
  writer at � e Atlantic. Her new book, 

Autocracy, Inc.: � e Dictators Who Want to Rule the World,

will be published in July. 
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�e �rst time I met Suleika Jaouad, I fell 
in love with her a little. This, I would 
soon learn, is a fairly common reaction 
to Suleika: Everyone who meets her falls 
in love with her a little. It was 2015, and 
Suleika was just 26 years old—buoyant, 
�nally o� maintenance chemo, and radi-
ant on account of it, her thick brown hair 
arranged in a boop-a-doop pixie cut. We 
were attending the same conference, and 
her boyfriend, a young New Orleans musi-
cian named Jon Batiste, was there too. �e 
couple had an irresistible backstory: �ey 
�rst met at band camp as teenagers (she 
in Birkenstocks, he with a mouthful of 
train-track orthodonture), and then recon-
nected romantically as adults. �ey made 
for a captivating pair, though the weather 
systems surrounding them couldn’t have 
been more different: She was envelop-
ing and collected people; he was shy and 
abstracted, as if involved in a long, vigor-
ous conversation with himself.

At some point, I was told that Jon was 
going to be the new bandleader on �e 

Late Show With Stephen Colbert. I remem-
ber thinking, Cool, but not much more, 
having no idea what kind of genius he was. 
Yet one knew from just looking at them 
that Jon and Suleika were destined for 
an unusual life. �ey were sophisticated 
and great-looking, ambitious and disci-
plined, adoring and mutually invested in 
each other’s success. Suleika had written 
a column for �e New York Times called 
“Life, Interrupted” about the brutal chal-
lenges of living with acute myeloid leuke-
mia, had beaten the disease, and was now 
doing advocacy work and writing a mem-
oir. Jon would soon be appearing nightly 
on our television sets and continuing to 
make music of his own.

�ey are married now. He’s the more 
famous of the two, with an Academy 
Award, a Golden Globe, and �ve Gram-
mys; he’s also the focus of the documentary 

American Symphony, which earned him a 
2024 Oscar nomination for Best Original 
Song. (Additionally, Jon is �e Atlantic’s 
�rst music director.)

But Suleika has her own passionate fol-
lowing. I recently told a friend that I was 
writing about her, and she started burbling 
with envy, saying how much she loved 
�e Isolation Journals, Suleika’s Substack 
newsletter; how much she loved her mem-
oir, Between Two Kingdoms; how certain 
she was that the two of them would be 
fast friends if only they could meet in real 
life. I didn’t have the heart to say: Well, yes, 

I’m sure that’s true, you guys probably would 

be friends, but I’m also fairly certain that 

her hundreds of thousands of readers and 

quarter- million-plus Instagram followers feel 

the exact same way.

�at’s the thing about Suleika: She’s 
like O-negative blood, compatible with 
any type. �e awful irony is that almost no 
one’s lifeblood is compatible with Suleika’s, 
at least not in the most meaningful sense. 
Because Suleika had not, in fact, left her 
cancer behind her. In 2021, she spun out 
of remission, requiring a second bone-
marrow transplant. But her only compat-
ible donor was her brother, Adam, and it 
was his bone marrow that her cancer cells 
had managed to outfox in the �rst place. 
�at means she’ll very likely need a third 
transplant in the years ahead, ideally from 
someone else. But there is no one else. Yet. 

When Suleika was �rst diagnosed, in 
2011, her doctors put her odds of survival 
at 35 percent. I asked her in October what 
her odds are now. “Less than that,” she said 
slowly, though she added that her progno-
sis could change if the science does, or if a 
new suitable donor materializes.

Suleika likes to say that “survival is a 
creative act,” which has a slightly peculiar 
ring to it, at once too tidy and too obscure. 
But what she means, really, is: Living with 
the implicit or explicit threat of cancer for 
your entire adulthood forces you to strain 
the limits of your imagination to �nd life’s 
ful�llments. She has surrounded herself 
with loyal, loving friends. She has made 
her environments warm and stylish. (Her 
Brooklyn brownstone was recently fea-
tured in Architectural Digest.) But most 
important, she has made a daily practice 
of converting pain into art. (She’s fond of 

quoting the poet Louise Glück: “Writing 
is a kind of revenge against circumstance.”) 
Between Two Kingdoms spent 22 weeks as 
a New York Times best seller. �is sum-
mer, she will have her �rst art exhibition, 
inspired by the watercolors she did in the 
hospital during her second transplant. She 
has a contract for two more books, one 
a compendium of writing prompts and 
meditations on journaling, the other a col-
lection of her paintings and essays.

�e self-help aisles are heaving with 
advice about how to be happy. But it’s one 
thing to read such guidance; it’s another to 
actually live it. Yet at 35, Suleika is sharing 
with her readers how she’s trying to do the 
hardest thing, even if it’s the most basic 
thing: wrench meaning from our short 
time here.

A  b r i e f  c o n f e s s i o n  before we go 
any further. I had a meta-motive for want-
ing to sit down with Suleika: When our 
interviews began, I was on month 16 of 
long COVID. �ere’d be days when I was 
too dizzy to sit, let alone stand, and my 
head would judder and vibrate like a lawn 
mower if I started to walk. Suleika was the 
one person I knew I could interview while 
lying down.

I was all too aware that there was an 
existential gap in our su�ering, but I still 
wondered if, from observing her, I’d learn 
something about how to cope, just as 
thousands of other physically and spiritu-
ally broken people had. She’d �gured out 
how to stop resisting her illness, spending 
many productive hours from bed, hadn’t 
she? Whereas I was still in an iron mode 
of resistance, braying at the gods.

I t ’s  e a s y  to  m i s s  Jon and Suleika’s 
home in the Delaware River Valley. It is 
also easy, once you �nd it, to mistakenly 
believe that it is inhabited by hobbits. 
�ey live in a compact, cheery farmhouse, 
the walkway lined with solar-powered lan-
terns, the grounds checkered with wild 
shrubs and pyramids of gourds. This is 
where the couple retreated during the 
pandemic, and it is where I went the �rst 
night I had dinner with Jon and Suleika, 
along with four of their friends. �e atmo-
sphere at the table was relaxed and fes-
tive, and everyone was almost unnaturally 
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attractive, like casto�s from a rom-com 
that never went into production. After 
dinner, Jon took a seat at the piano in the 
living room, and one of his friends, the 
saxophonist and mathematician Marcus 
Miller, joined him. �eir improvising was 
exactly as great as you’d imagine. Crazier 
still? Everyone acted like it was no big deal. 
To me, it was a penthouse scene in a Noël 
Coward play; to them, it was a Monday.

�e next morning, I opened my phone 
to reexperience my favorite moment of the 
evening. We are all still eating dinner. Jon 
has called up a song on his phone from 
the gospel artist JJ Hairston’s Not Holding 

Back, one of two featuring Pastor David 
Wilford. Jon is not just luxuriating in it; he’s 
doing that thing, that Aeolian-harp thing, 
where he lets the music ripple through him, 
practically becoming it. He’s involved in 
some dialogue with Marcus about it too, 
one that’s primarily gestural, marveling at 
all the choices Hairston and Wilford made, 
chuckling at them, nodding, pointing, and 
exuberantly mugging: Jon fans himself as 
if he’s an overheated lady at church; he 
mock-plays along on an imaginary piano; 
he stomps his foot; he jumps and hops; he 
opens his eyes wide and punctuates every 
few bars with “Ohhhhh!” 

“We gotta start it back from the begin-
ning!” Jon cries, holding his hand up. And 
he replays the song.

“OHHHH!” Jon whoops.

You’re gonna live … 

You’re gonna live … 

You’re gonna live …

You’re gonna live … 

You’re gonna live … 

to see it happen.

(Jon fans himself.)

You’re gonna live … to seeeeeeeeee it 

happen.

I said live live live live live!

(Jubilant piano riff here, which Jon 
pantomimes with a �ourish.)

Live live live live live!

Jon is now singing to everyone at the 
table, pointing at us, serenading us with: 
“You’re gonna live … to seeeeeeeeee it 
happen.”

“I don’t know what you’re going 
through,” Pastor Wilford sings.

“But whatever it is—” Marcus’s �ancée 
says, spontaneously.

“—I’m gonna live,” Suleika replies.
Only then did I notice the lyrics.
I’d heard them at the time, but they 

hadn’t really registered.
She’s going to live: a prediction, a com-

mand, a dearly held wish.

A  c h i l ly  M o n d ay  m o r n i n g  in 
Brooklyn this past October. I meet Suleika 
at her brownstone at 7 a.m. Her left eyelid 
has been drooping for months, and her 
doctors want an MRI of her brain to rule 
out anything ominous. As we head o� to 
the brand-new Brooklyn arm of Memorial 
Sloan Kettering, she pulls on a giant over-
coat with a Basquiat design. “My hospital 
jacket,” she explains. She especially loved 
wearing it after her hair and eyebrows had 
fallen out. “Instead of looking at me, peo-
ple would look at my coat.”

Our Uber pulls up in front of Sloan 
Kettering, and I sit in the waiting room. 
After about 45 minutes, Suleika emerges. 
I ask how it went. �e usual clanging and 
banging, she says. “�e story I told myself 
this morning is that I was in an avant-
garde nightclub, and the band playing was 
called the Woodpecker Collective.”

Suleika’s cancer started, as she wrote 
in Between Two Kingdoms, with an itch. It 
was a tenacious itch, one that originated 
on the tops of her feet and gradually coiled 
up her legs. �en came the naps. Naps 
begetting naps begetting more naps. But 
this was 2010, Suleika’s senior year at 
Princeton, and everyone was tired their 
senior year, right? She powered her way 
through with energy drinks, Adderall, and 
the occasional line of coke.

�at fall, Suleika got a tiny furnished 
apartment in Paris, went to work as a 
paralegal, and was soon joined by her 

then-boyfriend. For a few months, life was 
grand. But she was still tired, so tired, and 
she kept getting infections that drove her 
to the local health clinic. On the day she 
�nally dragged herself to the American 
Hospital of Paris, she fainted on the side-
walk. �e doctors tested her for everything 
“from HIV to lupus to cat scratch fever,” 
she wrote. But never leukemia.

Suleika stayed in the American Hos-
pital of Paris for a week, buoyed by fresh 
croissants and steroids. But shortly after 
being discharged, she was back, her mouth 
covered in sores, her complexion “blue-
gray, like dead meat.” �e doctor told her 
that if her red-blood-cell count got any 
lower, she wouldn’t be allowed to board 
an airplane. She �ew home. Two weeks 
later, she received her diagnosis. 

In 2021, when she feared she had 
relapsed, Suleika’s medical team didn’t 
recommend doing a bone-marrow biopsy, 
even though her blood counts had been 
dropping for two straight years and she’d 
been feeling depleted. �ere were plausible 
explanations, of course: She’d had Lyme 
disease and a host of infections; she was, 
as always, working without cease. But ulti-
mately, Suleika had to demand a biopsy, 
and she likely wouldn’t have gone through 
with it if her friend, the writer Elizabeth 
Gilbert, hadn’t cleared her schedule to 
accompany her. 

“I get there, and they’re like, ‘We don’t 
have to do this. We’re just doing this to ease 
your anxiety,’ ” Suleika tells me. “And I felt 
so embarrassed, like I was being melodra-
matic.” Women: so high-strung, so �uttery.

Suleika could go on about the tar pit 
of biases that lurks beneath her medical 
encounters. At 22, for instance, she wasn’t 
told by a single doctor that her treatments 
would likely leave her in fertile; she found 
out on the internet (and quickly harvested 
her eggs). Nor did she know that her leuke-
mia protocols would shunt her into meno-
pause; her fellow female patients had to tell 
her. And certainly no one told her that she 
had multiple options for mitigating her 
pain; she had to learn about that from her 
younger friends in the pediatrics ward. 

“Why can’t we apply the same princi-
ples that we do in pediatrics to adult care?” 
she asks me. “Small things, like putting 
on numbing gel for accessing ports.” Or 
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big things, like biopsies. �ey’re positively 
medieval procedures, with a long, wide nee-
dle boring deep into the core of your pelvis. 
Kids get them under sedation. Adults typi-
cally receive only a local anesthetic. During 
her 2021 biopsy, it took the doctor four 
tries to get what she needed. Suleika bit 
down so hard on her hand that it bled.

“It was the grisliest thing I’ve ever 
seen,” Gilbert told me. “It was like a paper 
punch going through bone.”

Now, for her biopsies, Suleika asks to 
be knocked out. 

I t  i s  t e m p t i n g  to look at Suleika’s 
illness as an origin story, the thing that 
forced her to live an exceptional life. But 
another way to think about it is that 
Suleika is an exceptional person to whom 
illness happened. Speak with her friends, 
and you get the sense that she has always 
lived her life like the rest of us, but in a 
much larger font.

When Suleika falls in love, she falls fero-
ciously in love; with female friends, she’s 
the queen of the grown-up sleepover and 
intimate discussion. Her intensity revealed 
itself early. In fourth grade, she started the 
double bass, and by the time she was 14, 
she was practicing �ve hours a day. In 11th 
grade, she was rising at 4 a.m. each Saturday 
to commute to Juilliard from her home in 

upstate New York. At Prince ton, she also 
played in the orchestra, but almost no one 
knew about it, because her life already 
looked so full. Lizzie Presser, her closest 
friend, remembers being at a costume party 
when Suleika abruptly turned to her and 
said, “Shit, I’m late.”

Late?
She had to be onstage with the Prince-

ton University Orchestra in a matter of 
minutes. 

“She never talked about playing,” 
Presser told me. But they left the party, 
and Presser went to the balcony of the 
main campus auditorium. “�e curtain 
comes up, and there’s Suleika in the center, 
in a white �apper dress that barely cov-
ered her thighs, and she’s in the role of 
principal bass—�anked by men in tuxes! 
Surrounded by them like a �ock of birds.” 

After Suleika was finally diagnosed 
with cancer, roughly a year after gradua-
tion, she got very, very sick, and to make 
her better, her doctors had to make her 
sicker, poisoning her with what they 
hoped would be enough chemotherapy to 
drive her leukemic blasts below 5 percent, 
a requirement for receiving a bone-marrow 
transplant. �e process took nearly a year. 

For a few months, she stared bleakly at 
the television, watching episodes of Grey’s 

Anatomy. She tried reading cancer mem-
oirs, but most of them disgusted her, with 
their tyrannical emphasis on grit and story 
arcs ending in triumph. “At that point, I 
was going into bone-marrow failure,” she 
says. “I frankly didn’t think I was going 
to make it to transplant. So reading those 
stories sort of felt like a middle �nger.”

Yet she always kept a journal. Eventu-
ally, that journal became a blog, and one of 
her blog entries became a story in Hu
 Post

and earned her a call from an editor at �e 

New York Times. Sensing that her time was 
now limited, Suleika found herself asking, 
at 23, if she could have her own weekly col-
umn about what it was like to be a young 
person with cancer—oh, and could it have 
an accompanying video component too? 

�e series would win her an Emmy.
Suleika’s column became a phenom-

enon, speaking to a far greater range of 
people than she ever imagined. She heard 
from a senator’s wife who was struggling 
with fertility issues, a high-school teacher 

in California who’d lost a son, a prisoner 
in Texas who was trapped on death row. 
Everyone seemed to have a shame-and-
pain part of themselves, or an unrecon-
ciled sadness, a private perdition.

In April 2012, she underwent a bone-
marrow transplant, and a few months later, 
her doctors told her it seemed to be work-
ing, but cautioned that it would be many 
months more before they knew for certain. 
She spent the next two years main lining a 
toxic slurry of maintenance chemo, which 
left her feeling wretched, exhausted, seasick. 
When the treatments were �nished, she real-
ized that she no longer had any idea how 
to live among the well. So she cooked up 
an ambitious project for herself, deciding 
that she and her dog would make a 15,000-
mile, 33-state loop around America, with 
the aim of visiting many of the correspon-
dents who’d moved or inspired her.

It should be noted at this point that 
Suleika did not yet have a driver’s license. 

That trip became the second half of 
her memoir, which became one of the 
best modern chronicles of cancer and its 
aftermath, a broad-spectrum rendering 
of illness’s many physical and psychologi-
cal hues. (Especially the fury. God, how I 
loved the parts about the fury.) In a review 
on Instagram, the author Ann Patchett 
went so far as to say that she might not 
have had to write Truth & Beauty, her 
stunning book about her friend Lucy 
Grealy, had Suleika’s book already existed. 

In the years since, Suleika has con-
tinued to write, both essays and report-
age. (An article she did for �e New York 

Times Magazine about prison hospice 
was especially good.) She made dogged 
but unsuccessful e¦orts to get her Texas 
prison correspondent o¦ death row. And 
she has built a variety of communities, 
both virtual and embodied. 

She originally purchased her home in 
the Delaware River Valley, for example, to 
be among an enclave of artists and writers 
who had already settled there, but she has 
also since befriended the locals, including 
her neighbor Jody, a building-trades guy 
with four missing �ngers (childhood acci-
dent) and a business card that says I’m 60. I 
know shit. Call me. In Brooklyn, Suleika 
lives within a couple blocks of Lizzie Presser, 
but she also socializes with Presser’s mother, 

Among Suleika’s 

painting obsessions 

is the Turritopsis 

dohrnii, a jellyfish 

considered to be 

effectively immortal. 

It is a creature that 

reincarnates itself in 

response to injury.
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sometimes independently, and she’s become 
so close to the couple next door that she 
now plans to build a walkway between her 
back terrace and theirs. 

And Suleika has magicked an entire 
community into existence with �e Iso-
lation Journals, a virtual salon designed 
to help readers access their own creativ-
ity when the slings and arrows of outra-
geous fortune have punctured their lives. 
Hatched during the third week of the pan-
demic (Suleika reckoned she knew a thing 
or two about the unnatural rationing of 
human contact), the newsletter o­ers writ-
ing prompts, video discussions with art-
ists about the creative process, and re�ec-
tions on how to focus on the good while 
acknowledging the terrible.

Suleika discovered that she’d tapped into 
a deep human need. Her Substack now has 
more than 160,000 subscribers. When she 
informed them in December 2021 that her 

cancer had returned, she received hundreds 
of care packages and old-fashioned letters 
in the �rst week alone.

During her relapse, Suleika startled 
everyone with yet another reinvention, 
declaring, after completing her �rst water-
color, that she was going to be a painter. 
“It seemed,” her friend Carmen Radley 
told me, “like it came out of nowhere.”

But it both did and didn’t. Suleika 
tends to live in generative mode; that’s 
her re�ex. Part of the reason she took up 
painting was because she was on such a 
potent drip of psychoactive medication to 
subdue her pain that it blurred her vision 
too much to write. (A combination of ket-
amine and fentanyl. At one point, she hal-
lucinated a menacing French child named 
George.) Her paintings from Sloan Ketter-
ing have a visceral, fantastical quality, usu-
ally featuring some colorful mix of animals 
and her ravaged body threaded with tubes. 

She likes how wild and imprecise water-
color is, how improvisational, so di­erent 
from the careful calibration of writing. It’s 
an adventure in “happy accidents.” 

In the late fall, during an event at 
Princeton, she was asked by an audience 
member what advice she’d give to someone 
who was hesitant to mine their emotional 
reserves to create something.

“Give yourself permission to be a bad 
artist,” she said.

I ’m  back  at Suleika’s house in the Del-
aware River Valley. She greets me at the 
door and shows me into the kitchen, 
where on the counter I see a rainbow box 
of pills. Inside is a monster’s miscellany of 
anti virals and anti emetics, antibiotics and 
immunosuppressants—and she’s not even 
doing chemotherapy, in de�ance of her 
doctors’ wishes. �is is the minimum that 
a transplant patient like Suleika requires.

During an extended hospital stay for her second bone-marrow transplant,  

in February 2022, Suleika took up painting. 
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Suleika and I start chatting on her 
couch in the living room. At some point, 
Jon, who’s been fussing in his music stu-
dio, pads into the room carrying three 
books, one so corpulent, it looks like 
it might bust its own spine. It’s David 
J. Garrow’s 1,472-page volume about 
Barack Obama.

“What do you think?” he asks me.

I tell him I haven’t read it and therefore 
cannot o�er an opinion.

He gives a sly smile. “Oh yes, you can.”
What to make of Jon? At �rst, he ter-

ri�es me. He plays 12 instruments, the 
bulk of which he taught himself. He’s a 
man of un�agging Christian faith, pure 
and indivisible: You sense that he’s living 
for a higher and more serious purpose, 

faithfully reading scripture, never indulg-
ing in ca�eine or drugs or alcohol. But 
most striking is his magpie creativity, his 
hungry and wayfaring brain. For a while, 
I worried I was boring him.

Beyond that, Jon is often hard to read, 
and he’s a person who tests a writer’s 
descriptive powers. What you really long 
for when you’re near him is the accom-

paniment of sound e�ects, 
audiotape, videotape; with-
out them, it’s almost impos-
sible to give the full mea-
sure of the man. He talks 
to you slightly sideways, 
his body angled away from 
you at 45 degrees. When 
he’s energized, he doesn’t 
jump so much as boing. 
He’s a mesmerizing combi-
nation of gnomic insights 
and probing questions, of 
silences and sudden joyous 
yowls (“Yeaaaaaaaahhh-
hhh,” “Woooooooo,” etc.).

Suleika mentions that 
Jon spent forever lugging 
around a box set of Ste-
phen Sondheim lyrics. I 
ask if he knew Sondheim. 
Turns out that he not only 
knew him, but also cor-
responded with him until 
he died—and did a special 
arrangement of two pieces 
from Assassins for him for 
his birthday.

“Is there a recording of 
it somewhere?” I ask.

“Yeah.”
“Where?”
“On my phone!” Sure. 

Because we all keep private 
birthday gifts to Stephen 
Sondheim on our phone. 
“You want to hear it?”

Not long after that, I 
become relaxed around Jon. 
The turning point arrives 
when Suleika brie�y steps 
outside with their dogs. I 
confess that in the face of 
other people’s suffering, I 
sometimes become a stam-
mering stumblebum. How 

Suleika in her Brooklyn studio, with some recent works in progress 
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does he always seem to know the right 
thing to say to Suleika?

“It’s like music, to say the right thing,” 
he says. Then a long pause, even by Jon 
standards. “It requires”—another pause— 
“being attuned to the moment. And the 
person. And yourself all at once.” A third 
pause. “It’s really less about the right or 
wrong thing to say—or to play. Because 
people feel what you’re saying more than 
hear what you’re saying.”

His phone rings. He goes outside to 
take the call.

In that moment, it dawned on me: Jon 
and Suleika are both emotional seismo-
graphs, keenly aware of other people’s sen-
sitivities and vulnerabilities. �ey’re just 
out�tted with di�erent drums.

“�at’s a common misconception about 
Jon—that he’s in his own world, that he’s 
lost in the music in his mind,” Suleika says. 
“But Jon sees, notices, everything. Every-
thing. He can sense when I’m anxious even 
when I don’t realize I’m anxious.”

And honestly, I should have known 
this before, based on Matthew Heine-
man’s American Symphony. It’s a beauti-
ful �lm, following a co-occurring high 
and low in the couple’s life in 2022, with 
Jon reaching the pinnacle of his career—
nominated for 11 Grammy awards, hard 
at work on an original piece of music to 
be performed at Carnegie Hall—at just 
the same moment that Suleika is vividly 
relapsing. You see Jon tenderly shaving 
Suleika’s head; you see the two of them 
playing a version of Simon Says, with 
him mirroring her every movement as 
she makes her way down a hospital hall-
way, yoked to an IV pole.

He takes the “in sickness and in health” 
part of his job extremely seriously. Jon pro-
posed 24 hours after Suleika discovered 
that she’d relapsed. 

But when Suleika is well, she’s the 
one who makes Jon’s life possible. Until 
he began dating Suleika, Jon lived like 
a nomad, touring with his band around 
Europe and the U.S., usually in a rented 
van, and staying in run-down hotels. His 
apartment was a dragon’s nest of, in Jon’s 
words, “papers, music, manuscripts, gifts, 
awards, clothes, pawn-shop instruments, 
laptops.” �e �rst time Suleika spent the 
night, a spider bit her on the eye.

Whereas Suleika has an abiding urge 
to nest, having lived on three continents 
with her Swiss mother and Tunisian 
father by the time she was 12 years old. 
(And she always lived modestly—her 
mother came from a tiny village and 
her father’s parents could not read or 
write.) Her focus on home and friend-
ship has provided Jon a bulwark against 
the devouring demands of fame. If it 
weren’t for Suleika, it’s also possible that 
he’d work until he expired. He has the 
nocturnal rhythms of a bat.

Jon wanders back inside again. �e call 
has clearly keyed him up. He beelines for 
the couch and climbs on top of Suleika, 
planting himself face down in her lap. 
“Mmmmmmmm,” he moans. “I’m an 
overstimulated introvert.”

“I think one of my roles in Jon’s life is 
to soothe his nervous system.”

If you hadn’t met Suleika, I ask, what 
would your life look like?

“I don’t know,” he says. He thinks. “I’d 
be going too fast for the machine.”

So she’s a brake pedal?
“More elegant than that. A brake pedal ? 

No.”
Sorry, I say. I can’t do machine meta-

phors.
“She’s the software that calibrates the 

machine,” he explains, his face still buried 
in her lap.

W h e n e v e r  S u l e i k a  is at her low-
est, she always manages, somehow, to 
make her most creative leaps. During 
her last transplant, even when she was at 
her most despairing, even when she was 
as close to death as she thinks she’s ever 
come—her throat too scorched to speak, 
her body simmering with three di�erent 
infections—she summoned the strength 
to prop herself up and paint at 2 a.m., 
when she was seized by an image of a 
marionette being borne away by birds. 
She kept paper and watercolors right next 
to her bed. 

But me? Even with a far more benign 
illness, I do no such thing. I have not taken 
up knitting, or making collages, or writing 
�ction or doing macramé or conjuring an 
online haven for long-haulers. Instead, I’m 
just sad and stuck. How, I ask her one day, 
has she managed to make such a productive 

life for herself, in spite of all the shit? It 
requires so much energy.

“It takes a lot more energy to do battle 
with demons,” she points out. Meaning 
one’s own depression.

Yes, I say, but that’s a rational answer. 
Demons aren’t rational. Some of us feel 
like we’re made of those demons. I would 
currently say I am 86 percent demons. 

“I think I had to get to a place where 
my sense of despair—and boredom, 
honestly— was so great, I had to do 
something,” she says. “�at sent me on 
this research project about all the di�erent 
bedridden artists and writers and musi-
cians throughout history who’d �gured 
out creative work-arounds.” Like Frida 
Kahlo. “Her mom gifted her a sort of lap 
easel and attached a mirror to the canopy 
of her bed.” Or Henri Matisse, she adds, 
who, when he was old and in�rm, a¥xed 
a bit of charcoal to the end of a long stick 
and drew studies for the Chapel of the 
Rosary on the walls of his apartment, all 
while lying in bed.

But Suleika recognizes she’s had many 
years of practice when it comes to living hor-
izontally. “I can also understand,” she tells 
me, “as I’m saying all this, if your response 
is a bit like, Fuck you. Nothing about this 

feels good or will ever feel good or can ever be 

useful. I’ve been in that place too.”
Like binge-watching Grey’s Anatomy, 

for instance. Which is about where I’m 
at, I tell her.

“I sometimes worry that I’ve become 
the kind of person who makes people 
who are not ‘su�ering well’ feel like shit,” 
she confesses.

Sule ika  makes  her  l iv ing  in the 
�rst person, actively writing about her life 
and pressing “Send” each week. But at some 
point, I begin to wonder whether there’s 
another Suleika, a more private Suleika, 
tucked inside the public one. Her readers 
now expect her to be a certain kind of inspi-
rational person. Does she even have the 
freedom to maneuver through the world 
without being that woman? 

It took time for me to realize that 
Suleika is sometimes selective about what 
she shares.

Here is one part that we do not always 
see, for instance: how much she su�ers. 
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�ose high-gigawatt drugs she takes can 
have brutal side e�ects, and she’s routinely 
subjected to torturous procedures.

“Suleika is who she is on the page,” 
Elizabeth Gilbert said. “But that identity 
is  anked by two characteristics that I’m 
not sure anyone understands the extent 
of.” One is that she’s got a punk, rebel-
lious streak. But the other “is how fuck-
ing tough she is,” Gilbert said. “How 
fucking stoic. She’s a Marine.” After that 

excruciating biopsy, she and Suleika went 
out to dinner. “If that had been me, you 
wouldn’t have seen me for a week.”

Some discomfort is so routine for 
Suleika that she never bothers to discuss 
it. In January, shortly after she appeared on 
the Today show with Jon to promote Amer-

ican Symphony, I told her she did great.
“I projectile-vomited in broad day-

light in the streets of New York City 
afterwards,” she replies, with startling 

matter-of- factness. “Right before my next 
thing on Park Avenue.”

She … what? I try to imagine Suleika, 
made up for television and in a blazer of 
elegant blue velvet, vomiting on the Upper 
East Side.

“I have vomited in public more times 
than I can count,” she says. “I’m always 
trying to �nd a private spot between two 
parked cars or behind a tree. Often I don’t 
get there.” 

So: Chronic nausea barely rates a men-
tion in her work. Also underdiscussed: 
Suleika is always and forever tired. But 
how many times can you write that you 
are always and forever tired? Yet she is, 
with only a few good hours a day, usu-
ally. Nor does Suleika dwell on the fact 
that she’s a regular stewpot of respiratory 
infections. She’s been sick all winter with 
one thing or another. 

“Every dinner since you’ve been to my 
house,” she says, “I’ve left either halfway 
through or shortly after while everyone’s 
hanging out and having fun. I go straight 
to bed and I don’t say a word. I call it my 
‘Tunisian exit.’ ”

Her relentless fatigue and nausea and 
infections have an ancillary consequence: 
anxiety about making plans. “Like, will I 
be well enough?” she explains. “Should 
I just cancel now so that I don’t mess up 
anybody else’s schedule? Or will I feel well 
that day and regret that I canceled? I have 
that conversation with myself about every 
single preplanned social activity or work 
commitment.”

On December 24, Suleika’s Isolation 
Journals newsletter talked about her �rst 
experience hosting Christmas, for which 
her mother, father, and brother  ew in 
from Tunis. She described the “obnox-
iously” large tree she purchased, the two-
hour meeting her family had about their 
dinner feast, the old-school paper snow-
 akes her mom pasted to the windows.

What she didn’t write about was 
how she felt, which was terrible, or 
how many holiday plans with her fam-
ily came undone. “Since pretty much 
mid- December, I’ve barely been able to 
function,” she tells me. “I spent all of 
Christmas in bed. We were going to go 
ice-skating. We were going to go Christ-
mas shopping in the city. We were going L
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Jon and Suleika at an artists’ residency in 2018. �ey �rst met as  

teenagers at band camp, then reconnected years later.
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to do all the things, and I didn’t do a 
single one.”

Suleika often writes about trying “to 
hold the beauty and cruelty of life in the 
same palm.” But one wonders if writing 
so publicly and so frequently—if being an 
inspiration to so many—makes her feel 
some unconscious obligation to focus 
more on the former. When Between Two 

Kingdoms came out in February 2021, 
Suleika already suspected something was 
amiss. Her blood counts were dropping, 
she was always tired, and she had blister-
ing migraines. But she was so elated that 
her memoir was �nally out there in the 
world that the joy energized her. On her 
publicity tour, she told interviewers that 
yes, she was cured.

“I would hear all the time from people 
with similar illnesses,” Suleika says. “Peo-
ple who’d write to me and say, ‘You give 
me hope that this can be my life too, 10 
years out.’ ” When her doctors �nally con-
�rmed she’d relapsed, in the fall of 2021, 
it spooked her so much that she didn’t 
share the news in �e Isolation Journals 
for three weeks. “I felt awful,” she says. 
“�e very particular weirdness of having 
a public platform related not just to illness 
but to survival …” She trails o�.

“Because Suleika has the exuberance 
that she has, the force of will that she has, I 
sometimes forget that she has gone through 
what she’s gone through,” her friend Car-
men Radley said. “Superhuman people 
aren’t afraid of getting sick again, are they? 
But I think she was terri�ed of it.”

�at’s really the thing her readers don’t 
always see: the fear.

And it’s not because Suleika is dishon-
est. It’s because she is, as Gilbert says, so 
fucking stoic. It’s because her quotidian 
nausea is relative to the pain of, let’s say, 
vomiting up the entire lining of her esoph-
agus, which she has done more than once. 
It’s because she doesn’t want to cause a fuss 
over every upset when there may come a 
day when she needs the cavalry to come 
charging in at full gallop. It’s because she 
doesn’t want her relationship with Jon to 
be de�ned as that of a patient and care-
giver. “I don’t want people to view me �rst 
and foremost as a sick person,” she says. 

But fear is what she is now experienc-
ing, during our phone conversation in 

January: the prospect of a second relapse 
and a third transplant. Why is she getting 
so many respiratory infections? Why is she 
always so tired? Why, when she went back 
on Adderall recently (common for post-
transplant patients, to boost their energy), 
did it do absolutely nothing? “I’m like, Did 

I get some dud pills?  ”
She has not written about this anxi-

ety. “To say it out loud,” she says, “is to 
make it real.”

She is bracing herself for another 
biopsy next week. If the cancer has 
returned, her brother remains her only 

donor option. �e bone-marrow regis-
try tilts very heavily toward white peo-
ple, because the bulk of the donors are 
white—a problem so personally relevant 
and galling to Suleika that she’s become 
involved with an organization called 
NMDP, formerly called Be the Match, 
to encourage more people to donate.

Ever since her second transplant, 
in 2022, Suleika has had night terrors. 
Once, while fast asleep, she hit Jon with 
a closed �st. “And then I did it again the 
next night,” she says. “I was so scared of 
doing it again, I wanted to sleep in the 

World Music Radio, Jon’s 2023 record, rests on the piano in 

Suleika and Jon’s Brooklyn home. 
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guest room, and Jon said, ‘No, we have 
to sleep in the same bed.’ ” For six weeks, 
she saw a sleep therapist. 

Suleika both writes and talks, with 
surprising clarity, about the philosophi-
cal problem of living with uncertainty. 
But there’s a reason that liminal places are 
often depicted as more hellish than hell. 
The betwixt and between is where the 
tortured ghost of Hamlet’s father rattles 
around, boiling with rage and sorrow. It’s 
where Hamlet himself dwells— trapped 
between childhood and adulthood, 
uncertain whether he wants to live or die.

It’s the time between biopsy and results. 
Which in some larger sense is every day 
if you’re Suleika—not knowing, with the 
recurring specter of acute myeloid leuke-
mia, if you have months left on this planet 
or 50 years.

“I do feel like I’m living my own double 
life sometimes,” Suleika says, “in terms of 
how I’m feeling and what I’m sharing and 
showing—not just to the world, but even 
to the people closest to me. And to myself.”

Jon  i s  pl ay ing  a concert at Carnegie 
Hall in the run-up to his 2022 appearance 
at the Grammys. He’s seated at the piano.

“I want to dedicate this last one to 
Suleika,” he tells the audience.

�en there’s silence. And more silence. 
And more and more silence. Jon is star-
ing intently at the keys. �is is perhaps 
the most spellbinding moment in Ameri-

can Symphony. The camera becomes so 
uncomfortable with Jon’s stillness that it 
pans slowly down to Jon’s �ngers, still lin-
gering on those keys, and then slowly back 
up to his face.

The live audience, even the viewing 
audience, doesn’t know it, but Suleika’s 
hospital bracelet is in his pocket.

He finally begins to play. Tunefully 
and deliberately at �rst, but soon freneti-
cally and repetitively, and then dissonantly 
and angrily, a blur of hydraulics, until out 
of this chaos emerges something utterly 
freaking majestic. 

I later ask Jon what was running through 
his head in that long moment of quiet. 

“Mmmmmmm,” he says. “Don’t force 

life.”
“I understood you to be in prayer,” 

Suleika says.
“That’s what it is,” he says, looking 

appreciatively at her. “Psalm 46: ‘Be still 
and know I am God.’ �e most natural 
state is in a state of prayer. Stillness. Know-
ing. Connected to the love. And then you 
can send it to the person.”

He turns back to me. “That whole 
concert— the concept was to sit at the 
piano for two hours straight with no music 
and no preparation,” he says. “It was called 
‘Streams,’ like stream of consciousness. 
�e divine stream, where all things cre-
ative come from. You can always dip into 
it if you have access to that.”

S u l e i k a’s .  L at e s t .  B i o p s y.  I s . 

N e g at i v e !  When we speak on the 
phone again in late January, I can hear 
her relief.

But I still hear anxiety, even fear. As 
if she’d received dreadful news. In fact, 
she had.

Just before her biopsy, two of her 
young friends with acute myeloid leuke-
mia had relapsed. One is in her mid-30s 
and has two young children. �e other 
had been doing great, jetting o� to wed-
dings and resuming her day job. �en, 
one week after receiving perfect labs, she 

went into cardiac arrest. Her doctors told 
her she was likely out of options.

The day before her biopsy, Suleika 
and her father went to visit this friend in 
the hospital. “It was just heartbreaking,” 
she says, “and, sel�shly, terrifying.” �e 
experience was like staring at a green-gray 
hologram of the potential future. When 
she saw her own nurse, she asked for one, 
just one, reassuring anecdote. “And she 
was like, ‘Well, we have one guy who 
just had a second bone-marrow trans-
plant, and he’s doing great.’ And I was 
like, ‘That’s not helpful to me. I want 
stories of people who are 20 years out 
and thriving.’ ” 

Suleika’s case is practically without 
analogy. Her team likes to call her “a medi-
cal unicorn”: Almost no one relapses as far 
into remission as Suleika did.

“When you have a recurrence, the 
tenor shifts,” Suleika says. “People are no 
longer saying, ‘You’re going to beat this; 
everything’s going to be okay.’ ”

Seeing her friend reminded Suleika, 
for the umpteenth time, that the mem-
brane between health and illness is thin. 
And Suleika had just enough reason to 
remain nervous about her present state. 
Her “chimerism”—the percentage of her 
brother’s donor cells versus her own—
had recently slipped down to 99 percent. 
�e doctors had assured her that small 
¡uctuations were normal. But she wasn’t 
going to exhale, clearly, until she learned 
she wasn’t continuing her descent. “I’ve 
gone from being in a mode of recover-
ing from this most recent transplant and 
trying to get my life together,” she says, 
“to shifting into a place of being afraid 
of relapse.”

I wonder whether forgoing mainte-
nance chemo this time around has also 
compounded her anxiety. After her second 
transplant, Suleika’s doctors urged her to 
continue it in perpetuity. She lasted less 
than a year. �ere was no life in her life, 
just intolerable nausea and listlessness. On 
one of the rare evenings that she rallied 
to leave her home—a state dinner at the 
White House in December 2022; Jon was 
performing—she felt queasy throughout, 
terri�ed that at any moment she’d throw 
up in front of the Bidens. She decided to 
stop chemo.

There’s a reason 

that liminal places 

are often depicted 

as more hellish 

than hell. They’re 

the time between 

biopsy and results. 

Which in some 

larger sense is 

every day if  

you’re Suleika.
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But Suleika says she has no regrets 
about having stopped, given that she was 
never especially convinced that chemo 
would even extend her life. Rather, what 
frightens her is that remission is a fragile 
state—something she learned �rsthand 
in 2021. “I have a ticking clock in the 
back of my head,” she says. “Now I’m 
thinking I’ll be lucky if I get to �ve years 
before relapse.”

So here we are, back where we started: 
How does one live with an everyday, 
every-hour awareness of how much 
healthy time might remain—perhaps all 
the time that might remain—as a very 
speci�c math equation? How does this 
translate into creative habits, a modus 
vivendi, a philosophy of life?

“For me,” Suleika says, “it means 
building a world in my home right now. 
It means gathering the people I love 
most and spending as much time as I 
can with them. It means bringing home 
foster dogs every month, practically, even 
though nothing about that makes sense 
for our lives right now.” During her spells 
of insomnia, when the cancer goblins are 
rapping at her consciousness, Suleika 
scours Petfinder.com for underloved 
runts. “It means drilling into projects I’m 
most excited about,” she continues, “but 
it also means creating unstructured time 
for reading and exploring and painting.” 

She’s doing, as she likes to say, “all the 
things.” Or as Anthony Burgess wrote in 
Little Wilson and Big God: “Wedged as 
we are between two eternities of idleness, 
there is no excuse for being idle now.” 

A few months earlier, while we were 
lying on the couch in her Brooklyn brown-
stone, I had screwed up the courage to ask 
Suleika how often she thinks about her 
own mortality.

“I think about it,” she told me. “I’m 
not afraid of death. I’ve now witnessed 
enough people die and been with them 
in those moments.”

How about Jon?
“Jon is deeply afraid of death.”
His or yours?
“Everyone’s. But very afraid of his own 

death.”
Has he talked with you about how he’d 

do—or what he’d do—if you weren’t there?
“He won’t talk about that with me.”

Do you want him to?
“No. Because I don’t think he can. It’s 

too painful for him.”
He is carrying a lot. And he’s more vul-

nerable, more sensitive, than his iridescent 
shell would suggest.

“I know Jon is not my child,” she said. 
“But I also worry about—I was going to 
say orphaning him, but that’s a little too 
Freudian.”

Actually, I said, I think it’s pretty com-
mon for spouses to fear abandoning each 
other.

“I think I feel that way in particular 
about Jon because …” She spoke carefully, 
thoughtfully. “I know him so deeply and I 
know how unknown he is to most.”

Yet it is also Jon, powered by his faith 
and his bottomless drive, who helps keep 
Suleika moving toward that future he’s 
determined to have.

“Daydreaming can feel really danger-
ous when you don’t know if you’re going 
to exist in the future,” she told me. “It 
becomes an act of willful de�ance. So I 
force myself to have a �ve-year plan.”

And part of that plan, she now informs 
me, isn’t just completing two books, but a 
very di�erent sort of birth. 

She and Jon would like to take con-
crete steps toward having a child in the 
near future. 

In spite of the uncertainty.
In spite of what Suleika calls her “sur-

vival math.”
“Jon is really helpful to me here,” she 

says. “It’s the same logic he applied to get-
ting married the night before the bone-
marrow transplant, which is: We had a 

plan, and we are not going to let this get in 

the way of our plan. �is is how Jon oper-
ates in his life in general. He dreams as big 
as he can dream and lets nothing hold him 
back until he’s done absolutely everything 
in his power.” 

Suleika has written about how she 
doesn’t want to have a baby only to aban-
don the child. She still has those concerns.

“But I’ve talked about it with the Miles 
family.” She’s referring to dear friends with 
three kids of their own. “I’ve talked about 
it with Lizzie G. and Lizzie P.” Meaning 
Gilbert, Presser. “And they were like, If 
that were to happen, your kid will be sur-

rounded by so much love.” From Jon above 

all, but also from them, from many oth-
ers. “What Jon has ultimately said to me,” 
she says, “is that the most important thing 
is for a child to know how deeply loved 
they are. And whatever future child we 
have—whether it’s biologically our own 
or adopted or we become foster parents 
or just really doting aunties and uncles to 
the other people’s kids—there are many 
ways to do this.” 

Two days after we speak, I get a text 
from Suleika: “Some good news just 
rolled in!!! Back to 100, baby.” Her chi-
merism is no longer at 99 percent. With 
this news, her mood improves; the famil-
iar buoyancy returns. 

Yet even before she knew this, Suleika 
was forging ahead, refusing to let her 
past define her future. How many of 
us can do that? �e past is the ragged 
territory from which we take our cues, 
make our most basic assumptions. But 
planning for a child: �at is a rejection 
of a life interrupted. �at’s an insistence 
on continuity. 

Continuity is the implicit subject in 
one of her most striking paintings. It’s 
a colorful oceanscape of jelly�sh, a life 
form that fascinates Suleika, particularly 
the Turritopsis dohrnii, considered in 
some sense to be immortal. Whenever 
it’s injured, it reverts back into a polyp, 
eventually releasing tiny jelly�sh geneti-
cally identical to its previous adult self. 
It’s a creature that reincarnates, contin-
ues on, in response to—and in spite of— 
mortal threat.

Children and art: the two most mean-
ingful things, Stephen Sondheim famously 
wrote, we mortals can leave behind. Sulei-
ka’s life’s emphasis, always, has been on the 
act of creation—and communicating to 
others how essential it is to who we are. 
Children and art, children or art, the cour-
age to create: �ose will be her legacy, no 
matter what. 

Jennifer Senior is a sta� writer at �e 
Atlantic. She is the recipient of the 2022 

Pulitzer Prize for Feature Writing, the 

2022 National Magazine Award for 

Feature Writing, and the 2024 National 

Magazine Award for Columns & Essays.
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Ozempic or Bust

America has been trying to address the obesity epidemic for four decades 

now. So far, each new “solution” has failed to live up to its early promise.

By Daniel Engber  
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In  the  early  spring  of 2020, Barb 
Herrera taped a signed note to a wall of 
her bedroom in Orlando, Florida, just 
above her pillow. NOTICE TO EMS! it said. 
No Vent! No Intubation! She’d heard that 
hospitals were over� owing, and that doc-
tors were being forced to choose which 
COVID patients they would try to save 
and which to abandon. She wanted to 
spare them the trouble.

Barb was nearly 60 years old, and 
weighed about 400 pounds. She has 
type 2 diabetes, chronic kidney disease, 
and a host of other health concerns. At 
the start of the pandemic, she � gured she 
was doomed. When she sent her list of 
passwords to her kids, who all live far away, 
they couldn’t help but think the same. “I 
was in an incredibly dark place,” she told 
me. “I would have died.” 

Until recently, Barb could barely 
walk—at least not without putting her-
self at risk of getting yet another fracture 
in her feet. Moving around the house 
exhausted her; she showered only every 
other week. She couldn’t make it to the 
mailbox on her own. Barb had spent a 
lifetime dealing with the inconveniences 
of being, as she puts it, “huge.” But what 
really scared her—and what embarrassed 
her, because dread and shame have a 
way of getting tangled up—were the 
moments when her little room, about 
10 feet wide and not much longer, was 
less a hideout than a trap. At one point 
in 2021, she says, she tripped and fell on 
the way to the toilet. Her housemate and 
landlord—a high-school friend—was not 
at home to help, so Barb had to call the 
paramedics. “It took four guys to get me 
up,” she said.

Later that year, when Barb � nally did 
get COVID, her case was fairly mild. But 
she didn’t feel quite right after she recov-
ered: She was having trouble breathing, 
and there was something off about her 
heart. Finally, in April 2022, she went to 
the hospital and her vital signs were taken. 

¬ e average body mass index for Ameri-
can adults is 30. Barb’s BMI was around 
75. A blood-sugar test showed that her dia-
betes was not under control— her blood 
sugar   was in the range where she might 
be at risk of blindness or stroke. And an 
EKG con� rmed that her heart was skipping 
beats. A cardiac electrophysiologist, Shra-
van Ambati, came in for a consultation. He 
said the missed beats could be treated with 
medication, but he made a mental note of 
her severe obesity—he’d seen only one or 
two patients of Barb’s size in his 14-year 
career. Before he left, he paused to give her 
some advice. If she didn’t lose weight, he 
said, “the Barb of � ve years from now is 
not going to like you very much at all.” As 
she remembers it, he crossed his arms and 
added: “You will either change your life, or 
you’ll end up in a nursing home.”

“¬ at was it. ¬ at was it,” Barb told me. 
Imagining herself getting old inside a home, 
“in a row of old people who are fat as hell, 
just sitting there waiting to die,” she vowed 
to do everything she could to get well. She 
would try to change her life. Eventually, 
like millions of Americans, she would try 
the new miracle cure. Again.

In  a  way,  Barb has never stopped trying 
to change her life. At 10 years old, she was 
prescribed amphetamines; at 12, she went 
to WeightWatchers. Later she would go on 
liquid diets, and nearly every form of solid 
diet. She’s been vegan and gluten-free, 

avoided fat, cut back on carbs, and sworn 
o¶  processed foods. She’s taken drugs that 
changed her neurochemistry and gotten 
surgery to shrink her stomach to the size of 
a shot glass. She’s gone to food-addiction 
groups. She’s eaten Lean Cuisines. She’s 
been an avid swimmer at the Y.

¬ rough it all, she’s lost a lot of weight. 
Really an extraordinary quantity—well 
more than a quarter ton, if you add it up 
across her life. But every miracle so far has 
come with hidden costs: anemia, drug-
induced depression, damage to her heart. 
Always, in the end, the weight has come 
back. Always, in the end, “success” has left 
her feeling worse.

In the United States, an estimated 
189 million adults are classi� ed as hav-
ing obesity or being overweight; cer-
tainly many millions have, like Barb, 
spent decades running on a treadmill 
of solutions, never getting anywhere. 
¬ e ordinary � xes—the kind that draw 
on people’s will, and require eating less 
and moving more—rarely have a large or 
lasting e¶ ect. Indeed, America itself has 
su¶ ered through a long, maddening his-
tory of failed attempts to change its habits 
on a national scale: a yo-yo diet of well- 
intentioned treatments, policies, and other 
social interventions that only ever lead 
us back to where we started. New rules 
for eating have been rolled out and then 
rolled back. Pills have been invented and 
abandoned. Laws have been rewritten to 
improve the quality of people’s diets and 
curb caloric intake—to make society less 
“obesogenic” on the whole. E¶ orts have 
been made to reduce discrimination over 
body size in employment settings and in 
health care. ¬ rough it all, obesity rates 
keep going up; the diabetes epidemic 
keeps worsening. 

¬ e most recent miracle, for Barb as well 
as for the nation, has come in the form of 
injectable drugs. In early 2021, the Danish 
pharmaceutical company Novo Nordisk 
published a clinical trial showing remark-
able results for semaglutide, now sold under 
the trade names Wegovy and Ozempic. 
¬ omas Wadden, a clinical psychologist 
and obesity researcher at the University of 
Pennsylvania who has studied weight-loss 
interventions for more than 40 years (and 
who has received both research grants and 
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fees from Novo Nordisk), remembers when 
he � rst learned about those � ndings, at an 
internal meeting at the company the year 
before. “My jaw just dropped,” he told me. 
“I really could not believe what we were see-
ing.” Patients in the study who’d had injec-
tions of the drug lost, on average, close to 
15 percent of their body weight—more 
than had ever been achieved with any other 
drug in a study of that size. Wadden knew 
immediately that this would be “an incred-
ible revolution in the treatment of obesity.” 

Semaglutide is in the class of GLP-1 
receptor agonists, chemicals derived from 
lizard venom that mimic gut hormones 
and appear to reshape our metabolism and 
eating behavior for as long as the drugs are 
taken. Earli er versions were already being 
used to treat diabetes; then, in 2022, a 
newer one from Eli Lilly— tirzepatide, 
sold as Zepbound or Mounjaro— 
produced an average weight loss of 20 per-
cent in a clinical trial. Many more drugs 
are now racing through develop ment: 
survodutide, pemvidutide, retatrutide. 
(Among specialists, that last one has pro-
duced the most excitement: An early trial 
found an average weight loss of 24 percent 
in one group of participants.) 

� e past four decades of American his-
tory underline just how much is riding 
on these drugs—and serve as a sobering 
reminder that it is impossible to know, in 
the � rst few years of any novel interven-
tion, whether its success will last. 

The drugs don’t work for everyone. 
� eir major side e� ects—nausea, vomit-
ing, and diarrhea—can be too intense for 
many patients. Others don’t end up losing 
any weight. � at’s not to mention all the 
people who might bene� t from treatment 
but don’t have access to it: For the time 
being, just 25 percent of private insurers 
o� er the relevant coverage, and the cost of 
treatment—about $1,000 a month—has 
been prohibitive for many Americans. 

But there’s growing pressure for GLP-1 
drugs to be covered without restrictions 
by Medicare, and subject to price negotia-
tion. Eventually they will start to come o�  
patent. When that happens, usage is likely 
to explode. � e drugs have already been 
approved not just for people with diabe-
tes or obesity, but for anyone who has a 
BMI of more than 27 and an associated 

health condition, such as high blood pres-
sure or  cholesterol. By those criteria, more 
than 140 million American adults already 
qualify— and if this story goes the way it’s 
gone for other “risk factor” drugs such as 
statins and antihypertensives, then the 
threshold for prescriptions will be low-
ered over time, inching further toward the 
weight range we now describe as “normal.”

How you view that prospect will 
depend on your attitudes about obe-
sity, and your tolerance for risk. � e � rst 
GLP-1 drug to receive FDA approval, 
exenatide, has been used as a diabetes 
treatment for more than 20 years. No 
long-term harms have been identi� ed— 
but then again, that drug’s long-term 
e� ects have been studied carefully only 
across a span of seven years. Today, adoles-
cents are injecting newer versions of these 
drugs, and may continue to do so every 
week for 50 years or more. What might 
happen over all that time? Could the drugs 
produce lasting damage, or end up losing 
some of their bene� t?

Athena Philis-Tsimikas, an endocri-
nologist who works at Scripps Health in 
San Diego and whose research has received 
ample funding from Novo Nordisk and Eli 
Lilly, says the data so far look very good. 
“These are now being used, literally, in 
hundreds of thousands of people across the 
world,” she told me, and although some 
studies have suggested that GLP-1 drugs 
may cause in¥ ammation of the pancreas, 
or even tumor growth, these concerns 
have not borne out. Exenatide, at least, 
keeps working over many years, and its 
side e� ects don’t appear to worsen. Still, 
we have less to go on with the newer drugs, 
Philis-Tsimikas said. “All of us, in the 
back of our minds, always wonder, Will 

something show up?  ” Although no serious 
problems have yet emerged, she said, “you 
wonder, and you worry.”

� e GLP-1 drugs may well represent 
a shocking breakthrough for the � eld of 
public health, on the order of vaccines and 
sanitation. � ey could also � zzle out, or 
end in a surge of tragic, unforeseen results. 
But in light of what we’ve been through, it’s 
hard to see what other choices still remain. 
For 40 years, we’ve tried to curb the spread 
of obesity and its related ailments, and for 
40 years, we’ve failed. We don’t know how 

Above: Barb Herrera 

weighed about 

300 pounds by the 

time she was 30. 

Below: In 1988, 

Oprah Winfrey 

brought a wagon of fat 

on air to represent the 

67 pounds she’ d lost 

using a liquid diet.

C
O
U
R
T
E
S
Y
 
O
F
 
B
A
R
B
 
H
E
R
R
E
R
A
;
 
A
S
S
O
C
I
A
T
E
D
 
P
R
E
S
S

0624_WEL_Engber_Obesity [Print]_19295397.indd   57 4/23/2024   11:12:41 AM

      57



JUNE 202458

3

to � x the problem. We don’t even under-
stand what’s really causing it. Now, again, 
we have a new approach. � is time around, 
the � x had better work.

Barb’s  first weight-loss miracle, 
and America’s, came during a moment of 
profound despair. In 1995, while work-
ing in a birthing center, she’d tripped on 
a scale—“the irony of all ironies,” she 
told me—and cracked her ankle. When 
she showed up for the surgery that fol-
lowed, Barb, then 34 and weighing 330 
pounds, learned that she had type 2 diabe-
tes. In a way, this felt like her inheritance: 
Both grandparents on Barb’s father’s side 
had obesity and diabetes, as did her dad, 
his brother, and two sisters. Her mother, 
too, had obesity. Now, despite Barb’s own 
years of e� orts to maintain her health, that 
legacy had her in its grip.

� e doctors threatened Barb (as doc-
tors often have): If she didn’t � nd a way 
to eat in moderation, she might not make 
it through the end of 1997. � en she got 
some new advice: Yes, Barb should eat 
better food and exercise, but also maybe 
she should try a pair of drugs, dexfen� ura-
mine and phentermine, together known as 
“fen-phen.” � e former had just received 
approval from the FDA, and research 
showed that a combination of the two, 
taken several times a day, was highly e� ec-
tive at reducing weight.

� e treatment was a revelation. Even 
when she talks about it now, Barb begins 
to cry. She’d tried so many diets in the past, 
and made so little progress, but as soon as 
she started on the weight-loss medication, 
something changed. A low and steady hum 
that she’d experienced ever since she was a 
kid—Where can I eat? How can I eat? When 

can I eat?— disappeared, leaving her in a 
strange new state of quiet. “� e fen-phen 
turned that off just within a day. It was 
gone,” she told me, struggling to get out 
the words. “What it did was tell me that I’m 
not crazy, that it really wasn’t me.”

At the time, Wadden, the obesity 
researcher and clinician, was hearing 
similar reports from his patients, who 
started telling him that their relation-
ship with food had been transformed, 
that suddenly they were free of constant 
cravings. Over the course of a small, year-
long study of the drugs that Wadden ran 
with a colleague at Penn, Robert Berko-
witz, participants lost about 14 percent 
of their body weight on average. � at’s 
the same level of success that would be 
seen for semaglutide several decades later. 
“Bob and I really were high-� ving each 
other,” Wadden told me. “We were feel-
ing like, God, we’ve got a cure for obesity.”

� e fen-phen revolution arrived at a 
crucial turning point for Wadden’s � eld, 
and indeed for his career. By then he’d 
spent almost 15 years at the leading edge 
of research into dietary interventions, see-
ing how much weight a person might lose 
through careful cutting of their calories. 
But that sort of diet science—and the diet 
culture that it helped support—had lately 
come into a state of ruin. Americans were 
fatter than they’d ever been, and they were 
giving up on losing weight. According to 
one industry group, the total number of 
dieters in the country declined by more 
than 25 percent from 1986 to 1991.

“I’ll never diet again,” Oprah Win-
frey had announced on her TV show at 
the end of 1990. Not long before, she’d 
kicked o�  a major trend by talking up her 
own success with a brand of weight-loss 
shakes called Optifast. But Winfrey’s slim-
mer � gure had been � eeting, and now the 
$33 billion diet industry was under scru-
tiny for making bogus scienti� c claims. 

Rejecting diet culture became some-
thing of a feminist cause. “A growing num-
ber of women are joining in an anti-diet 
movement,” � e New York Times reported 
in 1992. “They are forming support 
groups and ceasing to diet with a resolve 
similar to that of secretaries who 20 years 
ago stopped getting co� ee for their bosses. 
Others have smashed their bathroom 

scales with the abandon that some women 
in the 1960’s   burned their bras.”

� at same Times story included a quote 
from Wadden, who cautioned that these 
changing attitudes might end up being 
“dangerous.” But Wadden’s own views 
of dieting were also changing. His prior 
research showed that patients could lose up 
to one-� fth of their body weight by going 
on very strict diets that allowed for no more 
than 800 calories a day. But he’d found that 
it was di¦  cult for his patients to maintain 
that loss for long, once the formal program 
was over. Now Wadden and other obesity 
researchers were reaching a consensus that 
behavioral interventions might produce in 
the very best scenario an average lasting 
weight loss of just 5 to 10 percent.

 National surveys completed in 1994 
showed that the adult obesity rate had 
surged by more than half since 1980, while 
the proportion of children classi� ed as over-
weight had doubled. � e need for weight 
control in America had never seemed so 
great, even as the chances of achieving it 
were never perceived to be so small.

Then a bolt of science landed in this 
muddle and despair. In December 1994, 
the Times ran an editorial on what was 
understood to be a pivotal discovery: A 
genetic basis for obesity had � nally been 
found. Researchers at Rockefeller Univer-
sity were investigating a molecule, later 
named leptin, that gets secreted from fat 
cells and travels to the brain, and that causes 
feelings of satiety. Lab mice with muta-
tions in the leptin gene—importantly, a 
gene also found in humans—overeat until 
they’re three times the size of other mice. 
“� e � nding holds out the dazzling hope,” 
the editorial explained, “that scientists may, 
eventually, come up with a drug treat-
ment to help overweight Americans shed 
unwanted, unhealthy pounds.”

Leptin-based treatments for obe-
sity were in the works, according to the 
researchers, and might be ready for the 
public in five years, maybe 10. In the 
meantime, the suggestion that obesity was 
a biochemical disease, more a function of 
a person’s genes than of their faulty habits 
or lack of will, dovetailed with the nation’s 
shift away from dieting. If there was any 
hope of solving the problem of obesity, 
maybe this was it.
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Wadden was ready to switch gears. “I 

realized that we had sort of reached our 
limits on what we could do with diet and 
physical activity,” he said. Now, instead, 
he started looking into pharmaceuticals. 
He’d already run one weight-loss study 
using sertraline, better known as Zoloft, 
and found that it had no e  ect. In 1995, 
he turned to fen-phen.

Fen-phen wasn’t new, exactly—versions 
of its component drugs had been prescribed 
for decades. But when those pills were taken 
separately, their side e  ects were di�  cult 

to handle: “Fen” would make you drowsy 
and might give you diarrhea; “phen” could 
be agitating and lead to constipation. By 
the 1990s, though, doctors had begun to 
give the two together, such that their side 
e  ects would cancel each other out. And 
then a new and better version of “fen”—not 
fen� uramine but dexfen� uramine— came 
under FDA review.

Some regulators worried that this bet-
ter “fen” posed a risk of brain damage. And 
there were signs that “fen” in any form 
might lead to pulmonary hypertension, a 
heart-related ailment. But Americans had 
been prescribed regular fen� uramine since 
1973, and the newer drug, dexfen� ura-
mine, had been available in France since 
1985. Experts took comfort in this his-
tory. Using language that is familiar from 
today’s assurances regarding semaglutide 
and other GLP-1 drugs, they pointed out 
that millions were already on the medi-
cation. “It is highly unlikely that there is 
anything signi� cant in toxicity to the drug 
that hasn’t been picked up with this kind 
of experience,” an FDA official named 
James Bilstad would later say in a Time

cover story headlined “� e Hot New Diet 
Pill.” To prevent Americans with obesity 
from getting dexfen� uramine, supporters 
said, would be to surrender to a deadly 
epidemic. Judith Stern, an obesity expert 
and nutritionist at UC Davis, was clear 
about the stakes: “If they recommend no,” 
she said of the FDA-committee members, 
“these doctors ought to be shot.”

In April 1996, the doctors recom-
mended yes: Dexfenfluramine was 
approved—and became an instant block-
buster. Patients received prescriptions 
by the hundreds of thousands every 
month. Sketchy wellness clinics—call 

toll-free, 1-888-4FEN-FEN— helped 
meet demand. Then, as now, experts 
voiced concerns about access. � en, as 
now, they worried that people who didn’t 
really need the drugs were lining up to 
take them. By the end of the year, sales of 
“fen” alone had surpassed $300 million. 
“What we have here is probably the fast-
est launch of any drug in the history of 
the pharmaceutical industry,” one � nan-
cial analyst told reporters.

� is wasn’t just a drug launch. It was 
nothing less than an awakening, for doctors 

and their patients alike. Now a patient 
could be treated for excess weight in the 
same way they might be treated for diabetes 
or hypertension—with a drug they’d have 
to take for the rest of their life. � at para-
digm, Time explained, re� ected a deeper 
shift in medicine. In a formulation that 
pre� gures the nearly identical claims being 
made about Ozempic and its ilk today, the 
article heralded a “new understanding of 
obesity as a chronic disease rather than a 
failure of willpower.”

Barb started on fen-phen two weeks 
after it was approved. “I had never in my life 
felt normal until after about a week or two 
on the medications,” she’d later say. “My 
life before was hell.” She was losing weight, 
her blood sugar was improving, and she was 
getting to the pool, swimming 100 lengths 
� ve or six days a week. A few months later, 
when she read in her local newspaper that 
the Florida Board of Medicine was consid-
ering putting limits on the use of fen-phen, 
she was disturbed enough to send a letter to 
the editor. “I thank the creators of fen/phen 
for helping to save my life,” she wrote. “I 
don’t want to see the medications regulated 
so intensely that people like me are left out.”

For another year,  Barb kept taking 
fen-phen, and for another year she kept 
losing weight. By July of 1997, she’d lost 
111 pounds.

� omas Wadden and his colleague’s 
fen-phen study had by then completed 
its second year. The data showed that 
their patients’ shocking weight loss had 
mostly been maintained, as long as they 
stayed on the drugs. But before Wadden 
had the chance to write up the results, 
he got a call from Susan Yanovski, then a 
program o�  cer at the National Institutes 

Barb has been a 

frequent visitor to 

Disney World, but 

until recently she 

needed an electric 

scooter to navigate 

the park. 
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of Health and now a co-director of the 
NIH’s O�  ce of Obesity Research. We’ve 
got a problem, Yanovski told him.

News had just come out that, at the 
Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, two dozen 
women taking fen-phen—including six 
who were, like Barb, in their 30s—had 
developed cardiac conditions. A few had 
needed surgery, and on the operating table, 
doctors discovered that their heart valves 
were covered with a waxy plaque. � ey 
had “a glistening white appearance,” the 
doctors said, suggestive of disease. Now 
Yanovski wanted Wadden to look more 
closely at the women in his study.

Wadden wasn’t terribly concerned, 
because no one in his study had reported 
any heart symptoms. But ultrasounds 
revealed that nearly one-third of them 
had some degree of leakage in their heart 
valves. His “cure for obesity” was in fact a 
source of harm. “� at just felt like a crush-
ing blow,” he told me. Several weeks later, 
a larger data set from the FDA con� rmed 
the issue. Wadden worried to reporters 
that the whole � asco would end up set-
ting back obesity treatment by many years.

The news put Barb in a panic. Not 
about her heart: � e drug hadn’t caused 
her any problems, as far as she could tell; it 
had only solved them. But now they were 
taking it away. What then? She’d already 
spoken out about her new and better life 
to local outlets; now she did so again, on 
national TV. On September 16, the day 
after fen� uramine in both of its forms was 
pulled from the market, Barb appeared on 
CBS � is Morning. She explained then, as 
she later would to me, that fen-phen had 
� ipped a switch inside her brain. � ere 
was desperation in her voice.

A few days later, she was in a limou-
sine in New York City, invited to be on 
The Montel Williams Show. She wore a 
crisp � oral dress; a chyron would identify 
her as “BARBARA: Will continue taking 
diet drug despite FDA recall.” “I know 
I can’t get any more,” she told Williams. 
“I have to use up what I have. And then 
I don’t know what I’m going to do after 
that. � at’s the problem—and that is what 
scares me to death.” Telling people to lose 
weight the “natural way,” she told another 
guest, who was suggesting that people with 
obesity need only go on low-carb diets, is 

like “asking a person with a thyroid condi-
tion to just stop their medication.”

“I did all this stu�  to shout it from the 
rooftops that I was doing so well on fen-
phen,” Barb told me. Still, all the warnings 
she’d been hearing on the news, and from 
her fellow Montel guests, started building 
up inside her head. When she got back to 
Orlando, she went to see her doctor, just 
in case. His testing showed that she did 
indeed have damage to her mitral valve, 
and that fen-phen seemed to be the cause.

Five months later, she was back on 
CBS to talk about her tragic turnabout. 
The newscast showed Doppler footage 
of the backwards � ow of blood into her 
heart. She’d gone off the fen-phen and 
had rapidly regained weight. “� e voices 
returned and came back in a furor I’d 
never heard before,” Barb later wrote on 
her blog. “It was as if they were so angry at 
being silenced for so long, they were going 
to tell me 19 months’ worth of what they 
wanted me to hear. I was forced to listen. 
And I ate. And I ate. And ate.”

T h e  P u b l i x  s u pe r m a r k e t  chain 
has, since its founding more than 90 years 
ago in central Florida, offered “people 
weighers,” free for use by all. � ey’re big, 
old-fashioned things, shaped like lollipops, 
with a dial readout at the top and handle-
bars of stainless steel. By the time I visited 
Barb last fall, in a subdivision of Orlando, 
she was determined to go and use one. 

She’d taken heed of what Ambati, the 
cardiologist, had told her when she went 
into the hospital in April 2022. She cut 
back on salt and stopped ordering from 
Uber Eats. � at alone was enough to bring 
her weight down 40 pounds. Then she 
started on Trulicity, the brand name for a 

GLP-1 drug called dulaglutide that is pre-
scribed to people with diabetes. (� e drug 
was covered for her use by Medicaid.) In 
clinical trials, patients on dulaglutide tend 
to lose about 10 pounds, on average, in a 
year. For Barb, the e� ects were far more 
dramatic. When we � rst met in person, 
she’d been on Trulicity for 14 months—
and had lost more than one-third of her 
body weight. “It’s not even like I’m skinny, 
but compared to 405, I feel like an Olym-
pic runner,” she told me.

We arrived at the supermarket in tan-
dem with another middle-aged woman 
who was also there to check her weight. 
“Okay, you � rst, jump on!” Barb said. “My 
dream weight. I love it!” she said, when the 
pointer tipped to 230 pounds. “Not mine,” 
the other woman grumbled. � en Barb got 
on the scale and watched it spin to a little 
past 250. She was very pleased. � e last 
number of the dial was 300. Even register-
ing within its bounds was new.

Some people with obesity describe a 
sense of being trapped inside another per-
son’s body, such that their outward shape 
doesn’t really match their inner one. For 
Barb, rapid weight loss has brought on a 
di� erent metaphysical confusion. When 
she looks in the mirror, she sometimes sees 
her shape as it was two years ago. In cer-
tain corners of the internet, this is known as 
“phantom fat syndrome,” but Barb dislikes 
that term. She thinks it should be called 
“body integration syndrome,” stemming 
from a disconnect between your “larger-
body memory” and “smaller-body reality.”

She has experienced this phenomenon 
before. After learning that she had heart-
valve damage from fen-phen, Barb joined 
a class-action lawsuit against the maker of 
dexfen� uramine, and eventually received a 
substantial payout. In 2001, she put that 
money toward what would be her second 
weight-loss miracle—bariatric surgery. 
� e e� ects were jarring, she remembers. 
Within just three months, she’d lost 100 
pounds; within a year, she’d lost 190. She 
could ride a bike now, and do a cartwheel. 
“It was freakin’ wild,” she told me. “I didn’t 
have an idea of my body size.” She found 
herself still worried over whether chairs 
would break when she sat down. Turnstiles 
were confusing. For most of her adult life, 
she’d had to rotate sideways to go through 

0624_WEL_Engber_Obesity [Print]_19295397.indd   60 4/23/2024   11:12:43 AM

60



      61

C
O
U
R
T
E
S
Y
 
O
F
 
B
A
R
B
 
H
E
R
R
E
R
A
;
 
V
A
R
T
I
K
A
 
S
H
A
R
M
A

them if she couldn’t � nd a gate, so that’s 
what she continued doing. � en one day 
her partner said, “No, just walk through 
straight,” and that’s what she did.

Weight-loss surgery was somewhat 
unusual at the time, despite its record of 
success. About 60,000 such procedures 
were performed in 2001, by one estimate; 
compare that with the millions of Ameri-
cans who had been taking fen-phen just a 
few years earli er. Bariatric surgeons and obe-
sity physicians have debated why this treat-
ment has been so grossly “under utilized.” 
(Even now, fewer than 1 percent of eligible 
patients with obesity have the procedure.) 
Surely some are dissuaded by the scalpel: As 
with any surgery, this one carries risks. It’s 
also clear that many doctors have refrained 
from recommending it. But the fen-phen 
� asco of the late 1990s cast its shadow on 
the � eld as well. � e very idea of “treating” 
excess weight, whether with a pill or with 
a knife, had been discredited. It seemed ill-
advised, if not old-fashioned.

By the turn of the millennium, a newer 
way to think about America’s rising rates 
of obesity was starting to take hold. � e 
push was led by � omas Wadden’s close 
friend and colleague Kelly Brownell. In 
the 1970s, the two had played together 
in a bluegrass band—Wadden on upright 
bass, Brownell on guitar—and they later 
worked together at the University of Penn-
sylvania. But when their � eld lost faith 
in low-calorie diets as a source of lasting 
weight loss, the two friends went in oppo-
site directions. Wadden looked for ways to 
� x a person’s chemistry, so he turned to 
pharmaceuticals. Brownell had come to 
see obesity as a product of our toxic food 
environment: He meant to � x the world 
to which a person’s chemistry responded, 
so he started getting into policy.

Inspired by successful e� orts to reduce 
tobacco use, Brownell laid out a raft of 
new proposals in the ’90s to counter the 
e� ects of junk-food culture: a tax on non-
nutritious snacks; a crackdown on decep-
tive health claims; regulation of what 
gets sold to kids inside school buildings. 
Those ideas didn’t find much traction 
while the nation was obsessed with fen-
phen, but they caught on quickly in the 
years that followed, amid new and scary 
claims that obesity was indirectly hurting 

all Americans, not just the people with a 
lot of excess weight. 

In 2003, the U.S. surgeon general 
declared obesity “the terror within, a 
threat that is every bit as real to America 

as the weapons of mass destruction”; a few 
months later, Eric Finkel stein, an economist 
who studies the social costs of obesity, put 
out an in� uential paper � nding that excess 
weight was associated with up to $79 bil-
lion in health-care spending in 1998, of 
which roughly half was paid by Medicare 
and Medicaid. (Later he’d conclude that the 

number had nearly doubled in a decade.) 
In 2004, Finkelstein attended an Action 
on Obesity summit hosted by the Mayo 
Clinic, at which numerous social inter-
ventions were proposed, including calorie 
labeling in workplace cafeterias and man-
datory gym class for children of all grades.

As the environmental theory gained 
currency, public-health officials took 
notice. In 2006, for example, the New 
York City Board of Health moved to 
require that calorie counts be posted on 
many chain restaurants’ menus, so cus-
tomers would know how much they were 
eating. � e city also banned trans fats. 

Soon, the federal government took 
up many of the ideas that Brownell had 
helped popularize. Barack Obama had 
promised while campaigning for president 
that if America’s obesity trends could be 
reversed, the Medicare system alone would 
save “a trillion dollars.” By � ghting fat, he 
implied, his ambitious plan for health-care 
reform would pay for itself. Once he was 
in o  ̈ ce, his administration pulled every 
policy lever it could. � e nation’s school-
lunch program was overhauled. Nutrition 
labels got an update from the FDA, with 
more prominent displays of calories and a 
line for “added sugars.” Food bene� ts for 
families in poverty were adjusted to allow 
the purchase of more fruits and vegetables. 
� e A� ordable Care Act brought calorie 
labeling to chain restaurants nationwide 
and pushed for weight-loss programs 
through employer-based insurance plans. 

Michelle Obama helped guide these 
e� orts, working with marketing experts to 
develop ways of nudging kids toward bet-
ter diets and pledging to eliminate “food 
deserts,” or neighborhoods that lacked con-
venient access to healthy, a� ordable food. 
She was relentless in her public messaging; 
she planted an organic garden at the White 
House and promoted her signature “Let’s 
Move!” campaign around the country. � e 
� rst lady also led a separate, private-sector 
push for change within Big Food. In 2010, 
the beverage giants agreed to add calorie 
labels to the front of their bottles and cans; 
PepsiCo pledged major cuts in fat, sodium, 
and added sugars across its entire product 
line within a decade.

An all-out war on soda would come to 
stand in for these broad e� orts. Nutrition 

Barb in 2001, on 

the morning of 

her gastric-bypass 

surgery
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studies found that half of all Americans 
were drinking sugar-sweetened beverages 
every day, and that consumption of these 
accounted for one-third of the added sugar 
in adults’ diets. Studies turned up links 
between people’s soft-drink consumption 
and their risks for type 2 diabetes and obe-
sity. A new strand of research hinted that 
“liquid calories” in particular were danger-
ous to health.

Brownell led the growing calls for 
an excise tax on soft drinks, like the one 
in place for cigarettes, as a way of limit-
ing their sales. Few such measures were 
passed—the beverage industry did every-
thing it could to shut them down—but 
the message at their core, that soda was 
a form of poison like tobacco, spread. 
In San Francisco and New York, public-
service campaigns showed images of soda 
bottles pouring out a stream of glistening, 
blood-streaked fat. Michelle Obama led an 
e� ort to depict water—plain old water—
as something “cool” to drink.

The social engineering worked. 
Slowly but surely, Americans’ lamented 
lifestyle began to shift. From 2001 to 
2018, added-sugar intake dropped by 
about one-� fth among children, teens, 
and young adults. From the late 1970s 
through the early 2000s, the obesity rate 
among American children had roughly 
tripled; then, suddenly, it � attened out. 
And although the obesity rate among 
adults was still increasing, its climb 
seemed slower than before. Americans’ 
long-standing tendency to eat ever-bigger 
portions also seemed to be abating.

But sugary drinks—liquid candy, pretty 
much—were always going to be a soft tar-
get for the nanny state. Fixing the food 
environment in deeper ways proved much 
harder. “� e tobacco playbook pretty much 
only works for soda, because that’s the clos-
est analogy we have as a food item,” Dariush 
Moza� arian, a cardiologist and the director 
of the Food Is Medicine Institute at Tufts 
University, told me. But that tobacco play-
book doesn’t work to increase consumption 
of fruits and vegetables, he said. It doesn’t 
work to increase consumption of beans. It 
doesn’t work to make people eat more nuts 
or seeds or extra-virgin olive oil. 

Careful research in the past decade 
has shown that many of the Obama-era 

social � xes did little to alter behavior or 
improve our health. Putting calorie labels 
on menus seemed to prompt at most a 
small decline in the amount of food people 
ate. Employer-based wellness programs 
(which are still o� ered by 80 percent of 
large companies) were shown to have zero 
tangible e� ects. Health-care spending, in 
general, kept going up.

And obesity rates resumed their 
ascent. Today, 20 percent of American 
children have obesity. For all the policy 
nudges and the sensible revisions to 
nutrition standards, food companies 
remain as unfettered as they were in the 
1990s, Kelly Brownell told me. “Is there 
anything the industry can’t do now that 
it was doing then?” he asked. “� e answer 
really is no. And so we have a very pre-
dictable set of outcomes.”

“Our public-health e� orts to address 
obesity have failed,” Eric Finkelstein, the 
economist, told me. 

The  success  of  Barb’s gastric-bypass 
surgery was also limited. “Most people 
reach their lowest weight about a year 
post-surgery,” Gretchen White, an epide-
miologist at the University of Pittsburgh, 
told me. “We call it their weight nadir.” 

Barb’s weight nadir came 14 months 
after surgery; she remembers exactly when 
things began to turn around. She was in 
a store buying jeans, and realized she 
could � t into a size 8. By then she’d lost 
210 pounds; her BMI was down to 27— 
lower than the average for a woman her 
age. Her body had changed so much that 
she was scared. “It was just too freaky to 
be that small,” she told me. “I wasn’t me. 
I wasn’t substantial.” She was used to feel-
ing unseen, but now, in this new state, she 

felt like she was disappearing in a di� erent 
way. “It’s really weird when you’re really, 
really fat,” she said. “People look at you, 
but they also look through you. You’re just, 
like, invisible. And then when you’re really 
small you’re invisible too, because you’re 
one of the herd. You’re one of everybody.” 

At that point, she started to rebound. 
The openings into her gastric pouch—
the section of her stomach that wasn’t 
bypassed—stretched back to something like 
their former size. And Barb found ways to 
“eat around” the surgery, as doctors say, by 
taking food throughout the day in smaller 
portions. Her experience was not unusual. 
Bariatric surgeries can be highly e� ective for 
some people and nearly useless for others. 
Long-term studies have found that 30 per-
cent of those who receive the same proce-
dure Barb did regain at least one-quarter of 
what they lost within two years of reaching 
their weight nadir; more than half regain 
that much within � ve years. 

But if the e� ects of Barb’s surgery were 
quickly wearing off, its side effects were 
not: She now had iron, calcium, and B12 
de� ciencies resulting from the changes to 
her gut. She looked into getting a revision 
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of the surgery—  a redo, more or less—but 
insurance wouldn’t cover it, and by then the 
money from her fen-phen settlement had 
run out. � e pounds kept coming back. 

Barb’s relationship to medicine had 
long been complicated by her size. 
She found the health-care system ill-
equipped—  or just unwilling— to give her 
even basic care. During one hospital visit 
in 1993, she remembers, a nurse struggled 
to wrap a blood-pressure cu�  around her 
upper arm. When it didn’t � t, he tried to 
strap it on with tape, but even then, the 
cu�  kept splitting open. “It just grabs your 
skin and gives you bruises. It’s really pain-
ful,” she said. Later she’d � nd out that the 
measurement can also be taken by putting 
the cu�  around a person’s forearm. But at 
the time, she could only cry.

“� at was the moment that I was like, 
� is is fucked up. � is is just wrong, that 

I have to sit here and cry in the emergency 

room because someone is incompetent with 

my body.” She found that every health 
concern she brought to doctors might be 
taken as a referendum, in some way, on 
her body size. “If I stubbed my toe or 
whatever, they’d just say ‘Lose weight.’ ” 

She began to notice all the times she’d 
be in a waiting room and � nd that every 
chair had arms. She realized that if she 
was having a surgical procedure, she’d 
need to buy herself a plus-size gown—or 
else submit to being covered with a bed-
sheet when the nurses realized that noth-
ing else would � t. At one appointment, 
for the removal of a cancerous skin lesion 
on her back, Barb’s health-care team tried 
rolling her onto her side while she was 
under anesthesia, and accidentally let her 
slip. When she woke, she found a lacera-
tion to her breast and bruises on her arm. 

Barb grew angrier and more direct 
about her needs—You’ll have to � nd me 

a different chair, she started saying to 
receptionists. Many others shared her 
rage. Activists had long decried the cruel 
treatment of people with obesity: The 
National Association to Advance Fat 
Acceptance had existed, for example, 
in one form or another, since 1969; the 
Council on Size & Weight Discrimina-
tion had been incorporated in 1991. 
But in the early 2000s, the ideas behind 
this movement began to wend their way 
deeper into academia, and they soon 
gained some purchase with the public.

In 1999, when Rebecca Puhl arrived at 
Yale to work with Kelly Brownell toward 
her Ph.D. in clinical psychology, she’d 
given little thought to weight-based dis-
crimination. But Brownell had received 

a grant to research the topic, and he put 
Puhl on the project. “She basically created 
a � eld,” Brownell said. While he focused 
on the dark seductions of our food envi-
ronment, Puhl studied size discrimination, 
and how it could be treated as a health 
condition of its own. From the mid-1990s 
to the mid-2000s, the proportion of adults 
who said they’d experienced discrimina-
tion on account of their height or weight 
increased by two-thirds, going up to 
12 percent. Puhl and others started citing 
evidence that this form of discrimination 
wasn’t merely a source of psychic harm, 
but also of obesity itself. Studies found 
that the experience of weight discrimina-
tion is associated with overeating, and with 
the risk of weight gain over time. 

Puhl’s approach took for granted that 
being very fat could make you sick. Oth-
ers attacked the very premise of a “healthy 
weight”: People do not have any funda-
mental need, they argued, morally or 
medically, to strive for smaller bodies as 
an end in itself. � ey called for resistance 
to the ideology of anti-fatness, with its 
profit-making arms in health care and 
consumer goods. � e Association for Size 
Diversity and Health formed in 2003; a 
year later, dozens of scholars working on 
weight-related topics joined together to 
create the academic � eld of fat studies. 

Some experts were rethinking their 
advice on food and diet. At UC Davis, a 

Above: While first lady, 

Michelle Obama planted 

an organic garden at the 

White House as part of her 

effort to promote healthy eating.

Opposite: Barb lost 190 

pounds in the first year after 

getting bariatric surgery, in 2001. 

Below: Barb swimming 

in 2003, after she’d begun 

to regain the weight.
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physiologist named Lindo Bacon who had 
struggled to overcome an eating disorder 
had been studying the e� ects of “intuitive 
eating,” which aims to promote healthy, 
sustainable behavior without � xating on 
what you weigh or how you look. Bacon’s 
mentor at the time was Judith Stern—
the obesity expert who in 1995 proposed 
that any FDA adviser who voted against 
approving dexfen� uramine “ought to be 
shot.” By 2001, Bacon, who uses they/
them pronouns, had received their Ph.D. 
and � nished a rough draft of a book, Health 

at Every Size, which drew inspiration from 
a broader movement by that name among 
health-care practitioners. Bacon struggled 
to � nd a publisher. “I have a stack of well 
over 100 rejections,” they told me. 

But something shifted in the ensu-
ing years. In 2007, Bacon got a di� erent 
response, and the book was published. 
Health at Every Size became a point of entry 
for a generation of young activists and, for a 
time, helped shape Americans’ understand-
ing of obesity. 

As the size-diversity movement grew, 
its values were taken up—or co-opted—by 
Big Business. Dove had recently launched 
its “Campaign for Real Beauty,” which 
included plus-size women. (Ad Age later 
named it the best ad campaign of the 21st 
century.) People started talking about 
“fat shaming” as something to avoid. � e 
heightened sensitivity started showing up 
in survey data, too. In 2010, fewer than 
half of U.S. adults expressed support for 
giving people with obesity the same legal 
protections from discrimination o� ered to 
people with disabilities. In 2015, that rate 
had risen to three-quarters. 

In Bacon’s view, the 2000s and 2010s 
were glory years. “People came together 
and they realized that they’re not alone, 
and they can start to be critical of the 
ideas that they’ve been taught,” Bacon 
told me. “We were on this marvelous 
path of gaining more credibility for the 
whole Health at Every Size movement, 
and more awareness.” 

But that sense of unity proved short-
lived; the movement soon began to splin-
ter. Black women have the highest rates 
of obesity, and disproportionately high 
rates of associated health conditions. Yet 
according to Fatima Cody Stanford, an 

obesity-medicine physician at Harvard 
Medical School, Black patients with obesity 
get lower-quality care than white patients 
with obesity  .  “Even amongst Medicaid 
bene� ciaries, we see di� erences in who is 
getting access to therapies,” she told me. “I 
think this is built into the system.” 

That system was exactly what Bacon 
and the Health at Every Size movement 
had set out to reform. � e problem, as they 
saw it, was not so much that Black people 
lacked access to obesity medicine, but that, 
as Bacon and the Black sociologist Sabrina 
Strings argued in a 2020 article, Black 
women have been “speci� cally targeted” 
for weight loss, which Bacon and Strings 
saw as a form of racism. But members of the 
fat-acceptance movement pointed out that 
their own most visible leaders, including 
Bacon, were overwhelmingly white. “White 
female dietitians have helped steal and 
monetize the body positive movement,” 
Marquisele Mercedes, a Black activist and 
public-health Ph.D. student, wrote in Sep-
tember 2020. “And I’m sick of it.” 

Tensions over who had the standing to 
speak, and on which topics, boiled over. 
In 2022, following allegations that Bacon 
had been exploitative and condescending 
toward Black colleagues, the Association 
for Size Diversity and Health expelled 
them from its ranks and barred them from 
attending its events. (“� ey were accusing 
me of taking center stage and not appro-
priately deferring to marginalized people,” 
Bacon told me. “� at’s never been true.”)

As the movement succumbed to in-
� ghting, its momentum with the public 
stalled. If attitudes about fatness among 
the general public had changed during 
the 2000s and 2010s, it was only to a 
point. The idea that some people can 
indeed be “fit but fat,” though backed 
up by research, has always been a tough 
sell. Although Americans had become less 
inclined to say they valued thinness, mea-
sures of their implicit attitudes seemed 
fairly stable. Outside of a few cities such 
as San Francisco and Madison, Wiscon-
sin, new body-size- discrimination laws 
were never passed. (Puhl has been testify-
ing regularly in support of the same pro-
posed bill in Massachusetts since 2007, 
to no avail.) And, as always, obesity rates 
themselves kept going up.

Above: Barb in 

Orlando in 2004.

Below: New York 

City Mayor Michael 

Bloomberg tried to 

implement a ban on 

oversize sugary drinks.
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In the meantime, thinness was coming 
back into fashion. In the spring of 2022, 
Kim Kardashian—whose “curvy” physique 
has been a media and popular obsession—
boasted about crash-dieting in advance of 
the Met Gala. A year later, the model and 
in� uencer Felicity Hayward warned Vogue 

Business that “plus-size representation has 
gone backwards.” In March of this year, the 
singer Lizzo, whose body pride has long 
been central to her public persona, told � e 

New York Times that she’s been trying to lose 
weight. “I’m not going to lie and say I love 
my body every day,” she said.

Among the many other dramatic 
e� ects of the GLP-1 drugs, they may well 
have released a store of pent-up social pres-
sure to lose weight. If ever there was a time 
to debate that impulse, and to question its 
origins and e� ects, it would be now. But 
Puhl told me that no one can even agree 
on which words are ino� ensive. � e medi-
cal � eld still uses obesity, as a description 
of a diagnosable disease. But many activ-
ists despise that phrase—some spell it with 
an asterisk in place of the e—and propose 
instead to reclaim fat. Everyone seems to 
agree on the most important, central fact: 
that we should be doing everything we 
can to limit weight stigma. But that hasn’t 
been enough to stop the arguing.

N o t  l o n g  b e f o r e  my visit to 
Orlando in October, Barb had asked her 
endocrinologist to switch her from Tru-
licity to Mounjaro, because she’d heard it 
was more e� ective. (� is, too, was cov-
ered under Medicaid.) A few weeks later, 
Barb blogged about the feeling of being 
stuck—physically stuck—inside her body. 
“Anyone who has been im mobilized by 
fat and then freed, understands my sense 

of amazement that I can walk without 
a walker and not ride the scooter in the 
store,” she wrote. “Two years ago, all I 
could do was wait to die. I never thought 
I would be released from my prison of fat.” 

In all that time when she could barely 
move, of all the places that she couldn’t 
really go, Disney World stood out. Barb 
is the sort of person who holds many 
fascinations— meditation, 1980s lesbian 
politics, the rock band Queen—but Dis-
ney may be chief among them. She has a 
Tinker Bell tattoo on her calf, and a trio 
of Mickey Mouse balloons on her shoul-
der. Her wallet shows the plus-size villain 
Ursula, from � e Little Mermaid. “It’s just 
a place where you can go and be treated 
beautifully,” she said. “No matter who you 
are, no matter what country you’re from, 
no matter what language you speak. It’s 
just wonderful and beautiful.” 

She’d been raised in the theme park, 
more or less: Her mother got a job there 
in the 1970s, and that meant Barb could 
go for free—which she did as often as she 
could, almost from the time that it first 
opened, and for decades after. She was at 
Disney when Epcot opened in 1982, just 
weeks before she gave birth to her � rst child. 
Later on she helped produce a book about 
where to eat at Disney if you’re vegetarian, 
and published tips for how to get around 
the parks—and navigate the seating for 
their rides—whether you’re “Pooh-size” or 
“Baloo-size.” She worked at Disney, too, 
� rst as an independent tour guide and pho-
tographer, then as a phone operator for the 
resorts. “� ey used to pull me o�  of the tele-
phones to go test new rides to see how large 
people could do on them,” she told me. 

But lately she’d only watched the park’s 
events on livestream. � e last time she’d 
gone in person, in 2021, she was using 
a scooter for mobility. “I dream of one 
day walking at Disney World once again,” 
she’d written on her blog. So we called a 
car and headed over.

Barb was exhilarated—so was I—when 
we strolled into the multistory lobby of the 
Animal Kingdom Lodge, with its shiny 
� oors, vaulted ceilings, indoor suspension 
bridge, and 16-foot, multicolored Igbo 
Ijele mask. Barb bought a pair of Minnie 
Mouse ears at the gift shop, and kibitzed 
for a while with the cashier. Before, she 

would have had to ask me to go and get the 
ears on her behalf, she said, so she wouldn’t 
have to maneuver through the store on 
wheels. We walked down the stairs—we 

walked down the stairs, Barb observed with 
wonderment—to get breakfast at a restau-
rant called Boma. “Welcome, welcome, 
welcome! Have a Boma-tastic breakfast!” 
the host said.

Barb relished being in the lodge again, 
and had lots to say, to me and everyone. 
“My mom was a cast member for 42 years,” 
she informed our server at one point. Even 
just that fact was a reminder of how much 
Disney World, and the people in it, had 
evolved during her lifetime. When her 
mom started to gain weight, Barb remem-
bered, her manager demanded that she go 
on a diet. “� ey didn’t even make a costume 
bigger than a 16,” Barb said. As Americans 
got bigger, that policy had to be abandoned. 
“� ey needed people to work,” she said, 
with a glance around the restaurant, where 
kids and parents alike were squeezing into 
seats, not all of which looked entirely su§  -
cient. It was easy to imagine what the crowd 
at Boma might have looked like 20 years 
ago, when the restaurant � rst opened, and 
when the adult obesity rate was just half of 
what it is today. 

“I feel smaller than a lot of these peo-
ple, which is really interesting,” Barb said. 
“I don’t even know if I am, but I feel like it. 
And that is surreal.”

� ings feel surreal these days to just 
about anyone who has spent years think-
ing about obesity. At 71, after more than 
four decades in the � eld, � omas Wad-
den now works part-time, seeing patients 
just a few days a week. But the arrival of 
the GLP-1 drugs has kept him hanging 
on for a few more years, he said. “It’s too 
much of an exciting period to leave obe-
sity research right now.”

His bluegrass buddy, Kelly Brownell, 
stepped down from his teaching and 
administrative responsibilities last July. 
“I see the drugs as having great bene� t,” 
Brownell told me, even as he quickly cited 
the unknowns: whether the drugs’ cost will 
be overwhelming, or if they’ll be unsafe or 
ine� ective after long-term use. “� ere’s also 
the risk that attention will be drawn away 
from certain changes that need to be made 
to address the problem,” he said. When 
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everyone is on semaglutide or tirzepatide, 
will the soft-drink companies— Brownell’s 
nemeses for so many years—feel as if a bur-
den has been lifted? “My guess is the food 
industry is probably really happy to see 
these drugs come along,” he said. � ey’ll 
  nd a way to reach the people who are tak-
ing GLP-1s, with foods and beverages in 
smaller portions, maybe. At the same time, 
the pressures to cut back on where and how 
they sell their products will abate.

For Dariush Moza� arian, the nutrition-
ist and cardiologist at Tufts, the triumph 
in obesity treatment only highlights the 
abiding mystery of why Americans are still 
getting fatter, even now. Perhaps one can 
lay the blame on “ultraprocessed” foods, 
he said. Maybe it’s a related problem with 
our micro biomes. Or it could be that obe-
sity, once it takes hold within a popula-
tion, tends to reproduce itself through 
inter actions between a mother and a fetus. 
Others have pointed to increasing screen 
time, how much sleep we get, which chemi-
cals are in the products that we use, and 
which pills we happen to take for our many 
other maladies. “� e GLP-1s are just a per-
fect example of how poorly we understand 
obesity,” Moza� arian told me. “Any expla-
nation of why they cause weight loss is all 
post-hoc hand-waving now, because we 
have no idea. We have no idea why they 
really work and people are losing weight.”

� e new drugs—and the “new under-
standing of obesity” that they have suppos-
edly occasioned—could end up changing 
people’s attitudes toward body size. But in 
what ways? When the American Medical 
Association declared obesity a disease in 
2013, Rebecca Puhl told me, some thought 

“it might reduce stigma, because it was put-
ting more emphasis on the un controllable 
factors that contribute to obesity.” Oth-
ers guessed that it would do the oppo-
site, because no one likes to be “diseased.” 
Already people on these drugs are getting 
stigmatized twice over:   rst for the weight 
at which they started, and then again for 
how they chose to lose it.

Barb herself has been evangelizing for 
her current medications  with as much 
fervor as she showed for fen-phen. She 
has a blog devoted to her experience with 
GLP-1 drugs, called Health at Any Cost. 
As we stood up from our breakfast in the 
Animal Kingdom Lodge, Barb checked 
her phone and saw a text from her daugh-
ter Meghann, who had started on tirz-
epatide a couple of months before Barb 
did. “ ‘� irty-  ve pounds down,’ ”  Barb 
read aloud. “ ‘Medium top. Extra-large 
leggings, down from 4X’ … She looks 
like the child I knew. When she was so 
big, she looked so di� erent.”

In November, Barb’s son, Tristan, started 
on tirzepatide too. She attributes his and 
Meghann’s struggles to their genes. Later 
that month, when she was out at Meghann’s 
house in San Antonio for � anksgiving, 
she sent me a photo of the three of them 
together—“the Tirzepatide triplets.”

She’d always worried that her kids might 
be doomed to experience the same chronic 
conditions that she has. All she could do 
before was tell them to “stay active.” Now 
she imagines that this chain might   nally be 
broken. “Is the future for my progeny   lled 
with light and the joy of not being fat?” she 
wrote in a blog post last fall.

Barb’s energy was still limited, and 
on the day we visited Disney World, she 
didn’t yet feel ready to venture out much 
past the lodge. Before we went back to 
her house, I pressed her on the limits of 
this fantasy about her kids’ and grandkids’ 
lives. How could she muster so much 
optimism, given all the false miracles that 
she’d experienced before? She’d gone on 
fen-phen and ended up with heart dam-
age. She’d had a gastric bypass and ended 
up anemic. And we hadn’t even had the 
chance to talk about her brief a� air with 
topiramate, another drug prescribed for 
weight loss that had quieted the voices in 
her head for a stretch in 2007—until it 

made her feel depressed. (Topiramate is 
“the new fen/phen and I am blessed to 
have it in my life/head/mind,” she’d writ-
ten on her blog back then. Ten years later 
she would pledge, in boldface: “I will never 
diet or take diet drugs again. Ever.”) 

After all of these disappointments, why 
wasn’t there another kind of nagging voice 
that wouldn’t stop—a sense of worry over 
what the future holds? And if she wasn’t 
worried for herself, then what about for 
Meghann or for Tristan, who are barely in 
their 40s? Wouldn’t they be on these drugs 
for another 40 years, or even longer? But 
Barb said she wasn’t worried—not at all. 
“� e technology is so much better now.” 
If any problems come up, the scientists 
will   nd solutions.

Still, she’d been a bit more circumspect 
just a few months earlier, the   rst time that 
we spoke by phone. “� ere’s a part of me 
that thinks I should be worried,” she told 
me then. “But I don’t even care. What I care 
about is today, how do I feel today.” She 
was making travel plans to see her grand-
kids over Labor Day, after not having been 
on an airplane for 15 years because of her 
size. “I’m so excited, I can hardly stand it,” 
she said. Since then she’s gone to see them 
twice, including � anksgiving; the last time 
she went, she didn’t even need to buy two 
seats on the plane. She’s also been back to 
Disney since our visit. � is time, she had 
more energy. “When I walked out the back 
door of the Beach Club and headed towards 
EPCOT,” she wrote on her blog, “I felt like 
I was ª ying.” 

Daniel Engber is a senior editor at � e 
Atlantic.

Barb at home in 

Orlando in April. 

Since starting 

on GLP-1 drugs 

two years ago, 

she has lost more 

than 200 pounds.
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The History               My Family

Left Behind

By Ko Bragg

A gun, a lynching, and an exodus from Mississippi
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Last fall, on an overcast Sunday morning, I took a train from 
New York to Montclair, New Jersey, to see Auntie, my mother’s 
older sister. Auntie is our family archivist, the woman we turn to 
when we want to understand where we came from. She’s taken 
to genealogy, tending our family tree, keeping up with distant 
cousins I’ve never met. But she has also spent the past decade 
unearthing a di�erent sort of history, a kind that many Black 
families like mine leave buried, or never discover at all. It was 
this history I’d come to talk with her about.

Auntie picked me up at the train station and drove me to her 
house. When she unlocked the door, I felt like I was walking into 
my childhood. Everything in her home seemed exactly as it had 
been when I spent Christmases there with my grandmother—the 
burgundy carpets; the piano that Auntie plays masterfully; the 
dining-room table where we all used to sit, talk, and eat. �at 
day, Auntie had prepared us a lunch to share: tender pieces of 
beef, sweet potatoes, kale, and the baked rice my grandma Vic-
toria used to make. 

When Auntie went to the kitchen to gather the food, I scanned 
the table. At the center was a map of Mississippi, unfurled, the 
top weighted down with an apple-shaped trivet. Auntie told me 
that the map had belonged to Victoria. She had kept it in her 
bedroom, mounted above the wood paneling that lined her room 
in Princeton, New Jersey, where she and my grandfather raised 
my mother, Auntie, and my two uncles. I’d never noticed my 
grandmother’s map, but a framed outline of Mississippi now 
hangs from a wall in my own bedroom, the major cities marked 
with blooming magnolias, the state �ower. My grandmother had 
left markings on her map—X’s over Meridian, Vicksburg, and 
Jackson, and a shaded dot over a town in Hinds County, between 
Jackson and Vicksburg, called Edwards. 

I wondered whether the X’s indicated havens or sites of trag-
edy. As for Edwards, I knew the dot represented the start of 
Auntie’s story. Following an act of brutality in 1888, my ances-
tors began the process of uprooting themselves from the town, 
ushering themselves into a de�ning era of Black life in America: 
the Great Migration. 

I  f i r s t  l e a r n e d  about the lynching of Bob Broome in 
2015, when Auntie emailed my mother a PDF of news clippings 
describing the events leading up to his murder. She’d come across 
the clippings on Ancestry.com, on the pro�le page of a distant 
family member. Bob was Victoria’s great-uncle. “Another piece 
of family history from Mississippi we never knew about,” Auntie 
wrote. “I’M SURE there is more to this story.”

I knew that her discovery was important, but I didn’t feel 
capable then of trying to make sense of what it meant to me. As 
I embarked on a career telling other people’s stories, however, I 
eventually realized that the lynching was a hole in my own, some-
thing I needed to investigate if I was to understand who I am and 
where I came from. A few years ago, I began reading every news-
paper account of Bob Broome’s life and death that Auntie and I 
could �nd. I learned more about him and about the aftermath of 
his killing. But in the maddeningly threadbare historical record, 
I also found accounts and sources that contradicted one another. 

Bob Broome was 19 or 20 when he was killed. On August 12, 
1888, a Sunday, he walked to church with a group of several “col-
ored girls,” according to multiple accounts, as he probably did 
every week. All versions of the story agree that on this walk, Bob 
and his company came across a white man escorting a woman 
to church. Back then in Mississippi, the proper thing for a Black 
man to do in that situation would have been to yield the sidewalk 
and walk in the street. But my uncle decided not to. 

A report out of nearby Jackson alleges that Bob pushed the 
white man, E. B. Robertson, who responded with a promise that 
Bob “would see him again.” According to the Sacramento Daily 

Union (the story was syndicated across the country), my uncle’s 
group pushed the woman in a rude manner and told Robertson 
they would “get him.” After church, Robertson was with three 
or four friends, explaining the sidewalk interaction, when “six 
negroes” rushed them.

All of these stories appeared in the white press. Accord-
ing to these accounts, Bob and his companions, including his 
brother Ike, my great-great-grandfather, approached Robertson’s 
group outside a store. �e papers say my uncle Bob and a man 
named Curtis Shortney opened �re. One of the white men, 
Dr. L. W. Holliday, was shot in the head and ultimately died; 
two other white men were injured. Several newspaper stories 
claim my uncle shot Holliday, with a couple calling him the 
“ring leader.” It is unclear exactly whom reporters interviewed 
for these articles, but if the reporting went as it usually did for 
lynchings, these were white journalists talking to white sources. 
Every article claims that the white men were either unarmed or 
had weapons but never �red them. 

Bob, his brother Ike, and a third Black man were arrested 
that day; their companions, including Shortney, �ed the scene. 
While Bob was being held in a jail in nearby Utica, a mob of 
hundreds of white men entered and abducted him. Bob, “before 
being hanged, vehemently protested his innocence,” �e New 

York Times reported. But just a few beats later, the Times all but 
calls my uncle a liar, insisting that his proclamation was “known 
to be a contradiction on its face.” Members of the mob threw a 
rope over an oak-tree branch at the local cemetery and hauled 
my ancestor upward, hanging him until he choked to death. A 
lynch mob killed Shortney a month later. 

In the white press, these lynchings are described as ordinary 
facts of life, the stories sandwiched between reports about Trea-
sury bonds and an upcoming eclipse. �e Times article about 
Bob noted that days after his lynching, all was quiet again in 
Utica, “as if nothing had occurred.” �e headlines from across 
the country focus on the allegations against my uncle, treating 
his extralegal murder simply as a matter of course. �e Boston 

Globe’s headline read “Fired on the White Men” and, a few 
lines later, “A Negro Insults a White Man and His Lady Com-
panion.” �e subtitle of �e Daily Commercial Herald, a white 
newspaper in nearby Vicksburg, Mississippi, read: “Murderous 
and Insolent Negro Hanged by Indignant Citizens of Utica.”

�e summary executions of Bob Broome and Curtis Shortney 
had the convenient e�ect of leaving these stories in white-owned 
news papers largely unexamined and unchallenged in the public 
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record. But the Black press was incredulous. In the pages of �e 

Richmond Planet, a Black newspaper in Virginia’s capital, Auntie 
had found a column dismissing the widespread characterization 
of Bob as a menace. �is report was skeptical of the white news-
papers’ coverage, arguing that it was more likely that the white 
men had attacked the Black group, who shot back. “Of course 
it is claimed that the attack was sudden and no resistance was 
made by the whites,” the article reads. 

�e newspapers we found don’t say much more about the 
lynching, but Auntie did ­nd one additional account of Bob 
Broome’s ­nal moments—and about what happened to my great-
great-grandfather Ike. A few days after the lynching, a reader 
wrote to the editor of �e Daily Commercial Herald claiming to 
have been a witness to key events. “Knowing you always want 
to give your readers the correct views on all subjects,” the letter 
opens, the witness o�ers to provide more of “the particulars” 
of my uncle’s lynching. According to the letter writer, when 
the lynch mob arrived the morning after the shooting, the 
white deputy sheri�, John Broome, assisted by two white men, 
E. H. Broome and D. T. Yates, told the crowd that they could 
not take the prisoners away until the case was investigated. Bob, 
Ike, and the third Black man were moved to the mayor’s o�ce in 
the meantime. But more men from neighboring counties joined 
the mob and showed up at the mayor’s o�ce, where they “badly 
hurt” Deputy Sheri� Broome with the butt of a gun. �e white 

men seized Bob and hanged him, while Ike and the other Black 
man were relocated to another jail. �e witness’s account said 
the white Broomes “did all that was in the power of man to do 
to save the lives of the prisoners.” 

I don’t know whether or how these white Broomes were related 
to each other or to the Black Broomes, but unspoken kinship 
between the formerly enslaved and their white enslavers was the 
rule, rather than the exception, in places like Edwards. I believe 
that whoever wrote to the paper’s editor wanted to document all 
those Broome surnames across the color line, maybe to explain 
Ike’s survival as a magnanimous gesture, even a family favor. If the 
witness is to be believed, the intervention of these white Broomes 
is the only reason my branch of the family tree ever grew. As 
Auntie put it to me, “We almost didn’t make it into the world.” 

E ac h  t i m e  I pick up my research, the newspaper coverage 
reads di�erently to me. Did my uncle really unload a .38-caliber 
British bulldog pistol in broad daylight, as one paper had it, 
or do such details merit only greater skepticism? We know too 
much about Mississippi to trust indiscriminately the accounts 
in the white press. Perhaps the story o�ered in �e Richmond 

Planet is the most likely: He was set upon by attackers and ­red 
back in self-defense. But I also think about the possibility that 
his story unfolded more or less the way it appears in the white 
news papers. Maybe my uncle Bob had had enough of being 

The author and her aunt at her aunt’s home in New Jersey
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Martyrdom would mean that  

my uncle put his life  

on the line for something  

greater than himself— 

that his death inspired others  

to defend themselves.

forced into second-class citizenship, and he reacted with all the 
rage he could muster. From the moment he refused to step o� 
the sidewalk, he must have known that his young life could soon 
end—Black folk had been lynched for less. He might have sat 
through the church service planning his revenge for a lifetime of 
humiliation, calculating how quickly he could retrieve his gun.

In the Black press, Bob’s willingness to defend himself was 
seen as righteous. �e Richmond Planet described him in heroic 
terms. “It is this kind of dealing with southern Bourbons that 
will bring about a change,” the unnamed author wrote. “We must 
have martyrs and we place the name of the fearless Broom [sic] on 
that list.” Bob’s actions were viewed as necessary self- protection 
in a regime of targeted violence: “May our people awaken to 
the necessity of protecting themselves when the law fails to 
protect them.” My mother has become particularly interested 
in reclaiming her ancestor as a martyr—someone who, in her 
words, took a stand. Martyr-
dom would mean that he put 
his life on the line for some-
thing greater than himself— 
that his death inspired others 
to defend themselves. 

In 1892, four years after 
my uncle’s  murder,  Ida 
B. Wells published the pam-
phlet “Southern Horrors: 
Lynch Law in All Its Phases,” 
in which she wrote that “the 
more the Afro-American 
yields and cringes and begs, 
the more he has to do so, 
the more he is insulted, out-
raged and lynched.” In that 
pamphlet, an oft-repeated 
quote of hers first appeared 
in print: “A Winchester ri�e 
should have a place of honor 
in every black home.” After 
the Civil War, southern states 
had passed laws banning Black gun ownership. For Wells, the 
gun wasn’t just a means of self-defense against individual acts 
of violence, but a collective symbol that we were taking our 
destiny into our own hands. 

�e gun never lost its place of honor in our family. My great-
grandmother DeElla was known in the family as a good shot. “She 
always had a gun—she had a ri�e at the farm,” my mother told 
me. “And she could use that ri�e and kill a squirrel some yards 
away. We know that must have come from Mississippi time.” 
My mother’s eldest brother, also named Bob, laughed as he told 
me about DeElla’s security measures. “I always remember her 
alarm system, which was all the empty cans that she had, inside 
the door,” he told me. “I always thought if someone had been 
foolish enough to break into her house, the last thing he would 
have remembered in life was a bunch of clanging metal and then 
a bright �ash about three feet in front of his face.” 

�e lynching more than a decade before her birth shaped DeElla 
and her vigilance. But as the years passed, and our direct connection 
to Mississippi dwindled, so did the necessity of the gun. For us, 
migration was a new kind of self-protection. It required us to leave 
behind the familiar in order to forge lives as free from the fetter of 
white supremacy as possible. My northbound family endeavored 
to protect themselves in new ways, hoping to use education, home-
ownership, and educational attainment as a shield. 

After  we  studied  my grandmother’s map of Mississippi, 
Auntie brought out another artifact: a collection of typewrit-
ten pages titled “Till Death Do Us Join.” It’s a document my 
grandmother composed to memorialize our family’s Mississippi 
history sometime after her mother died, in 1978. I imagine 
that she sat and poured her heart out on the typewriter she 
kept next to a window just outside her bedroom. 

According to “Till Death 
Do Us Join,” my family 
remained in Edwards for 
another generation after Bob 
Broome’s death. Ike Broome 
stayed near the place where 
he’d almost been killed, and 
where his brother’s murderers 
walked around freely. Raising 
a family in a place where their 
lives were so plainly not worth 
much must have been terrify-
ing, but this was far from a 
unique terror. Across the South, 
many Black people facing racial 
violence lacked the capital to 
escape, or faced further retri-
bution for trying to leave the 
plantations where they labored. 
Every available option carried 
the risk of disaster.

A little more than a decade 
after his brother was murdered, 

Ike Broome had a daughter— DeElla. She grew up on a farm in 
Edwards near that of Charles Toms, a man who’d been born to 
an enslaved Black woman and a white man. As the story goes, 
DeElla was promised to Charles’s son Walter, after fetching the 
Toms family a pail of water. Charles’s white father had provided 
for his education— though not as generously as he did for Charles’s 
Harvard-educated white half brothers— and he taught math in and 
served as principal of a one-room schoolhouse in town. 

Charles left his teaching job around 1913, as one of his sons 
later recalled, to go work as a statistician for the federal govern-
ment in Washington, D.C. He may have made the trek before 
the rest of the family because he was light enough to pass for 
white—and white people often assumed he was. He was demoted 
when his employer found out he was Black. 

Still, Charles’s sons, Walter and his namesake, Charles Jr., fol-
lowed him to Washington. But leaving Mississippi behind was a 
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drawn-out process. “Edwards was still home and D.C. their place 
of business,” my grandmother wrote. � e women of the family 
remained at home in Edwards. World War I sent the men even 
farther away, as the Toms brothers both joined segregated units, 
and had the relatively rare distinction, as Black soldiers, of see-
ing combat in Europe. When the men � nally came back to the 
States, both wounded in action according to “Till Death Do Us 
Join,” DeElla made her way from Mississippi to Washington to 
start a life with Walter, her husband.

Grandma Victoria’s letter says that DeElla and Walter raised 
her and four other children, the � rst generation of our family born 
outside the Deep South, in a growing community of Edwards 
transplants. Her grandfather Charles Sr. anchored the family in 
the historic Black community 
of Shaw, where Duke Ellington 
learned rag and Charles Jr. would 
build a life with Florence Letcher 
Toms, a founding member of 
Delta Sigma � eta Sorority, Inc. 

Occasionally, aunts would 
come up to visit, sleeping in 
their car along the route because 
they had nowhere else to stay. 
The people mostly flowed in 
one direction: Victoria’s parents 
took her to Mississippi only two 
times. According to my mother, 
Victoria recalled seeing her own 
father, whom she regarded as the 
greatest man in the world, shrink 
as they drove farther and farther 
into the Jim Crow South. 

Later, after receiving her 
undergraduate degree from 
Howard University and a Ph.D. 
from Northwestern University, 
Victoria joined the faculty at 
Tennessee State University, a 
historically Black institution in 
Nashville. During her time there, 
e� orts to desegregate city schools 
began a years-long crisis marked 
by white-supremacist violence. 
Between her own experiences and the stories passed down to her 
from her Mississippi-born parents, Victoria knew enough about 
the brutality of the South to want to spare her own children from 
it. As a grown woman, she had a � rm mantra: “Don’t ever go below 
the Mason-Dixon Line.” Her warning applied to the entire “hostile 
South,” as she called it, though she made exceptions for Maryland 
and D.C. And it was especially true for Mississippi.

Keeping this distance meant severing the remaining ties 
between my grandmother and her people, but it was a price she 
seemed willing to pay. My mother recalls that when she was in 
college, one of her professors thought that reestablishing a con-
nection to Mississippi might be an interesting assignment for her. 

She wrote letters to relatives in Edwards whom she’d found while 
paging through my grandmother’s address book. But Victoria 
intercepted the responses; she relayed that the relatives were happy 
to hear from my mom, but that there would be no Mississippi 
visit. “It was almost like that curtain, that veil, was down,” Mom 
told me. “It just wasn’t the time.” 

Yet, reading “Till Death Do Us Join,” I realized that maintain-
ing that curtain may have hurt my grandmother more than she’d 
ever let on. She seemed sad that she only saw her road-tripping 
aunts on special occasions. “Our daily lives did not overlap,” my 
grandmother wrote. “Sickness or funeral became occasions for 
contacting the family. Death had its hold upon the living. Why 
could we not have reached into their daily happiness.”

I sense that she valued this 
closeness, and longed for more of 
it, for a Mississippi that would have 
let us all remain. But once Victoria 
had decided that the North was her 
home, she worked hard to make 
it so. While teaching at Tennes-
see State, my grandmother had 
met and married a fellow profes-
sor named Robert Ellis. He was a 
plasma physicist, and they decided 
to raise their four children in New 
Jersey, where my grandfather’s 
career had taken him. My grand-
parents instilled in their children, 
who instilled it in my cousins and 
me, that you go where you need 
to go for schooling, career oppor-
tunities, partnership— even if that 
means you’re far from home. 

My grandfather was one of the 
preeminent physicists of his gener-
ation, joining the top-secret Cold 
War program to harness the power 
of nuclear fusion, and then run-
ning the experimental projects of 
its successor program, the Prince-
ton Plasma Physics Laboratory, 
after declassi� cation. His work has 
become part of our family lore as 

well. My mother has her own mantra: “Same moon, same stars.” 
It appears on all of the handwritten cards she sends to family 
and friends; I have it tattooed on my right arm. It signi� es that 
no matter how far apart we are, we look up at the same night 
sky, and our lives are governed by the same universal constants. 
� e laws of physics—of gravity, inertia, momentum, action, and 
reaction—apply to us all. 

In  2011 ,  when I was 17, Victoria died. She’d su� ered from 
Alzheimer’s, which meant that many things she knew about Mis-
sissippi were forgotten twice: once by the world, and then in 
her mind. Auntie and I shared our regrets about missing the 

A newspaper clipping from 1888 that 

mentions Bob Broome’s killing
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I envied the Mississippians  

who’d been born  

and raised there, who had  

parents and grandparents  

who’d been raised there.  

I’d always longed to be from  

a place in that way. 

opportunity to ask our grandmothers about their lives, their sto-
ries, their perspective on Mississippi. 

But Victoria’s prohibition on traveling south also passed on 
with her. �e year Victoria died, my mother took a job in Phila-
delphia, Mississippi, as one of two pediatricians in the county. 
Two summers later, she started dating the man who became my 
stepfather, Obbie Riley, who’d been born there before a career in 
the Coast Guard took him all over the country. 

Mom and I had moved quite a few times throughout my 
childhood, but this relocation felt di�erent. I was surprised by 
how quickly Mississippi felt like home. Yet the longer we stayed, 
and the more I fell in love with the place, the more resentment 
I felt. I envied the Mississip-
pians who’d been born and 
raised there, who had parents 
and grandparents who’d been 
raised there. I’d always longed 
to be from a place in that way. 

My stepfather has that. 
With a ri�e in his white pickup 
truck, he spends his Sundays 
making the rounds, checking 
in on friends and relatives. 
He’ll crisscross the county for 
hours, slurping a stew in one 
house, slicing pie in another, 
sitting porchside with genera-
tions of loved ones. 

�is is what we missed out 
on, Auntie told me in her din-
ing room. If our family hadn’t 
scattered, we would better 
know our elders. To keep all 
my ancestors straight, I refer to 
a handwritten family tree that 
my grandmother left behind; I 
took a picture of it when I was 
at Auntie’s house. Every time 
I zoom in and scan a di�erent 
branch, I’m embarrassed by how little I know. “�e distance 
pushed people apart,” Auntie said. “I think there is some strength 
from knowing your people, some security.”

�e traditional historical understanding of the Great Migra-
tion emphasizes the “pull” of economic opportunity in the 
North and West for Black people, especially during the indus-
trial mobilizations of the two world wars. Certainly such pulls 
acted on my family, too: �e lure of better jobs elsewhere, as my 
grandmother put it, gave Ike Broome’s son-in-law the chance to 
make a life for himself and his family in Washington. But this 
understanding fails to explain the yearning that we still have for 
Mississippi, and the ambivalence my grandmother had about 
shunning the South. 

Mississippi had its own pull, even as violence of the kind vis-
ited on Bob Broome made life there grim for Black families. A 
1992 study by Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck indicated that 

a main predictor of migration by Black people from southern 
counties before 1930 was the cumulative number of lynchings in 
those counties. �e collective memory of those lynchings was a 
force that compounded over time. Hope and despair commingled 
for my family, as it did for so many others. As the physicists in my 
family might describe it, these forces worked in tandem to push 
my ancestors north, and tear them from the South. 

Only after I learned the details of Bob’s death did I feel that 
I truly comprehended my family’s path. In returning to Missis-
sippi, my mother and I were part of a new movement of Black 
Americans, one in which hundreds of thousands of people are 
now returning to the states where they’d once been enslaved. 

I think of this “Reverse Great 
Migration” as a continuation 
of the original one, a reac-
tion, a system �nally �nding 
equilibrium. I feel like we 
moved home to Mississippi 
to even the score for the trag-
edy of the lynching in 1888, 
and for all that my family 
lost in our wanderings after 
that. We returned to the land 
where DeElla Broome hurried 
between farmhouses fetching 
water, where Charles Toms 
ran the schoolhouse. 

It took well over a century 
for my family to excavate what 
happened in Edwards, buried 
under generations of silence. 
Now we possess an un common 
consolation. Even our partial, 
imperfect knowledge of our 
Mississippi history—gleaned 
from my grandmother’s writ-
ing and from newspaper cov-
erage, however ambiguous it 
may be—is more documen-

tation than many Black Americans have about their ancestors. 
�e National Memorial for Peace and Justice, in Montgom-

ery, Alabama, commemorates lynching victims; it is the nation’s 
only site dedicated speci�cally to reckoning with lynching as 
racial terror. Bob Broome is one of more than 4,000 people 
memorialized there. I’ve visited the memorial, and the steel 
marker dedicated to those who were lynched in Hinds County, 
Mississippi—22 reported deaths, standing in for untold  
others that were not documented. Although those beautiful 
steel slabs do more for memory than they do for repair, at least 
we know. With that knowledge, we move forward, with Mis-
sissippi as ours again. 

Ko Bragg is an editor and a writer currently based in New Orleans.
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�e funniest people on the planet think there’s no funnier 

person than Albert Brooks. By Adrienne LaFrance
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above Malibu, drenched in California 
sunshine and sitting side by side in a used 
white Volkswagen bug, two teenage boys 
realized they were lost. �ey’d been loop-
ing their way along an open road, past 
shady groves and canyons, and in doing so 
they’d gotten turned around. �is was the 
early 1960s, and the boy driving the car 
was Albert Einstein—yes, this really was 
his given name, years before he changed 
it to Albert Brooks. Riding shotgun was 
his best friend and classmate from Beverly 
Hills High School, Rob Reiner.

Brooks had inherited the car from one 
of his older brothers, and he’d made it his 
own by removing the handle of the stick 
shift and replacing it with a smooth brass 
doorknob. After several failed attempts 
to �nd the Paci�c Coast Highway, which 
would take them home, Brooks and 
Reiner came upon a long fence surround-
ing a �eld where a single cow was grazing. 
Albert “stopped the car and he leaned out 
the window and he said, ‘Excuse me, sir! 
Sir?’ and the cow just looked up,” Reiner 
told me. “And he said, ‘How do you get 
back to the PCH?’ And the cow just did 
a little �ick of his head, like he was �ick-
ing a �y away, and went back to eating.” 
Without missing a beat, Albert called out, 
“Thank you!” and confidently zoomed 
away. “I said, ‘Albert, you just took direc-
tions from a cow!’ And he said, ‘Yeah, but 
he lives around here. He knows the area.’ ”

Reiner is telling me this story, dis-
solving into laughter as he does, to make 
two points. �e �rst point is that Albert 
Brooks has impeccable comic timing, a 
quality that, among other talents, has 
made him a hero to multiple generations 
of comedians, actors, and directors who 
are themselves legends. �e second point 
is that Brooks has always been this way. 

Reiner remembers exactly his first 
impression of Brooks (Wow, this guy is 

arrogant ) and also his immediate second 
impression (�is arrogant guy is morti�ed ). 
�ey both did high-school theater, and got 
to talking after their �rst class together. 
Brooks began to casually brag about the 
famous people he had met—they were 

Beverly Hills kids, after all. “He comes 
up to me, and in his cocky kind of way 
he says, ‘I know Carl Reiner,’ ” Rob Reiner 
told me. “And I said, ‘Yeah, I know him 
too. He’s my father.’ Oh my God, he was 
so embarrassed.” �ey instantly became 
friends, and have been close ever since—
even living together for a stretch. One 
acquaintance described them to me as 
more like twins than brothers.

But although Brooks and Reiner pursued 
careers in the same industry, and both found 
great success, they didn’t choose the same 
path—personally or professionally. Brooks’s 
decisions over the years occasionally con-
founded his oldest friend, and worried him. 
Looking back now, however, something 
has become startlingly clear. If it is the case 
that by high school a person is already on 
some fundamental level the person they are 
destined to become—and Reiner believes 
this to be “totally true” of Brooks—then 
Brooks was fated to be not just the godfa-
ther of American comedy but also a man 
who would prove that humor in the face of 
catastrophe can sometimes save your life. 

One thing you notice if you spend 
any amount of time with Brooks is that his 
manner of speaking—in musical swells that 
rise and fall—is not just something that his 
characters do, but something that he does. 
Think of Brooks in Broadcast News, the 
pitch of his voice going higher for empha-
sis as his character tries to persuade the 
woman he’s crazy about not to go out with 
another man: “I’ve never seen you like this 
with ANYbody. And so DON’T get me 
wrong when I tell you that TOM, while 
being a very NICE guy, is”—here he shifts 
into a whisper-shout—“THE DEVIL.” O£ 
camera, this way of speaking, depending 
on the topic at hand, comes o£ as relieved, 
annoyed, insistent, or pleading. When you 
agree with him, he will often respond, “�is 
is what I’m SAYing.” And when he disagrees 
with you, it’s “no NO,” always no twice, 
always with the emphasis on the second no. 

�e director and Simpsons co-creator 
James L. Brooks (no relation) spent part 
of this past winter directing Albert in 

the forthcoming Ella McCay, a political 
comedy set in the recent past. James told 
me that he knew he had to cast Albert 
based on just two words in the script: Sit, 

sit. “Which to me is very Albert,” James 
said. “It’s just the most Albert line.” �e 
scene involves a classically Brooksian 
mode of imploring condescension—a 
quality deployed perfectly, for example, 
in the opening scene of Modern Romance, 
when Brooks’s character is dumping his 
girlfriend: “You’ve heard of a no-win situ-
ation, haven’t you? … Vietnam? �is? ” 

Brooks is tall, and often dresses mono-
chromatically. A go-to out�t is black pants 
and a dark button-up shirt over a black tee, 
with a black fedora. He talks with his hands, 
and when he’s not gesturing with them, he 
�dgets. �is comes o£ less as nervousness 
than as a kind of perpetual motion. When 
Brooks wants something, he is relentless. 
And he is impatient. He has a reputation 
for being extremely di§cult to say no to. 
“Because he’s persuasive,” Reiner told me. 
“And he’s right 90 percent of the time.” 

But Brooks himself has no trouble say-
ing no. He has repeatedly turned down the 
various Hollywood luminaries who asked 
him to star in their �lms—parts that ulti-
mately went to Tom Hanks, Billy Crystal, 
Robin Williams, and Steve Martin, and in 
several cases altered the trajectory of their

careers. He was offered the role Hanks 
played in Big (1988), the role Crystal played 
in When Harry Met Sally (1989), and the 
role Williams played in Dead Poets Soci-

ety (1989), to name only a few. (Brooks 
was somewhat reluctant to discuss this with 
me, as he didn’t want to sound “stuck up, 
because there are so many of them.”) 

Instead, he went his own way, and has 
single-handedly shaped modern American 
entertainment to an astonishing degree. 
Pick a random moment in �lm or televi-
sion from the past half century, and Brooks 
is often nearby. He was a repeat guest on 
Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show in the golden 
era of late-night television. Lorne Michaels 
asked him to be the permanent host of 
Saturday Night Live before it launched. (In 
declining the o£er, Brooks suggested the P
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rotating-guest-host format that has de
ned 
the program ever since.) Brooks wrote a 
satirical short called �e �ree of Us for SNL 

that seemed to predict the premise of �ree’s 

Company, two years before �ree’s Company

existed. His 
rst role in a big 
lm was in 
Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976). His 
mockumentary (Real Life, 1979) came out 

ve years before Reiner’s �is Is Spinal Tap. 
And for �e Associates, the sitcom that gave 
Martin Short one of his 
rst breaks, Brooks 
composed the theme music. 

�en there is the string of critical hits 
that he wrote, directed, and starred in, 
including Modern Romance (1981), about 
a man who breaks up with his beautiful girl-
friend, then spends the rest of the 
lm try-
ing to get her back; Lost in America (1985), 
about a yuppie couple who quit their jobs 
to travel across the country in a Winnebago; 
and Defending Your Life (1991), a comedy 
about what happens when you die, which 
also starred Meryl Streep. Plus his role in 
Broadcast News (1987), which earned him 
an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting 
Actor. He was considered a lock for another 
Oscar nomination after he played a vicious 
L.A. gangster alongside Ryan Gosling in 
the gorgeously shot 
lm noir Drive (2011), 
but it didn’t happen. (“I got ROBBED,” 
Brooks tweeted the morning the nomi-
nations were announced. “I don’t mean 
the Oscars, I mean literally. My pants and 
shoes have been stolen.” What he’s actually 
pissed o� about, he told me, is that he can’t 
get more roles as villains. He loves play-
ing the bad guy.) He was the voice of the 
father clown 
sh in Finding Nemo (2003) 
and did the voices for Hank Scorpio and 
Jacques (among many others) in �e Simp-

sons. Petey, the decapitated parakeet from 
Dumb and Dumber (1994), was inspired 
by Petey the cockatiel in Modern Romance. 

Although he’d wanted to be an actor 
since he was a child, Brooks didn’t want 
to be just an actor. He was and is a writer 

rst, and tends to prefer seeing his stories 
to completion by acting in and direct-
ing them. Brooks is beloved, in part, for 
the big-eyed, wrinkled-brow, heart-on-
his-sleeve quality he brings to many of 
his characters—part puppy dog, part … 
what, exactly? “You know, you’re talking 
about the secret sauce, so it’s hard,” James 
L. Brooks told me. “�ere’s an intrinsic 

vulnerability to him.” In real life, how-
ever, Brooks is far more con
dent—if still 
highly methodical. “He’s cautious about 
everything,” Reiner told me. “He can get 
obsessed about every little thing.”

C i v i l i z a t i o n - d e s t r o y i n g  earth-
quakes, for one, are never far from Brooks’s 
mind. (“Only because it’s going to happen, 
and I don’t know if it’ll happen in my life-
time,” he told me.) He is something of a 
hypochondriac. (“If I lived with a physi-
cian, they would have left me.”) He wor-
ries about an uprising of the nation’s youth 
against the Baby Boomers. (�e plot of his 

Brooks in 1977 during an 

interview with Rob Reiner, 

who was guest-hosting  

�e Tonight Show
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2011 novel, 2030: �e Real Story of What 

Happens to America, hinges on all three of 
these fears: A 9.1- magnitude earthquake 
nearly destroys Los Angeles; the superrich 
are the only ones who can a�ord decent 
health care; young people plot a violent 
revolt against “the olds.”) �ere are more 
mundane worries: He is fastidious about 
avoiding saying or doing things that could 
make him seem cocky, or stupid, or bou-
gie. He also fears nuclear war. (“You know, 
I’m old-fashioned.”)

On film, death comes quickly, and 
hilariously, for Brooks. In Defending Your 

Life, which he wrote and directed, his 
character buys himself a new BMW on 
his birthday and is hit head-on by a bus 
almost immediately upon taking it out for 
a spin. He is, at the time, singing along 
to the West Side Story soundtrack, belt-
ing out Barbra Streisand’s rendition of 
“Something’s Coming.” In Private Benja-

min (1980), the story begins with Brooks’s 
character marrying a woman played by 
Goldie Hawn, then dying while in the act 
of consummation on their wedding night, 
less than 11 minutes into the film (the 
consummation itself takes seconds). In 
a 2021 cameo on Curb Your Enthusiasm, 
Brooks throws his own funeral, so that he 
can watch a livestream of his friends eulo-
gizing him while he is still alive. 

While reporting this story, I talked with 
Brooks numerous times over many months. 
We met in person in L.A., we talked on 
the phone, we texted. For the conversa-
tions we’d planned ahead of time, he was 
never once late, not even by a minute. 
He’s the kind of person who will text you 
back instantly, no matter the hour or time 
zone. �is is a quality I gather he expects 
from others in return. “Albert loves hyper- 
preparedness,” the actor Sharon Stone told 
me. 

Stone co-starred with Brooks in The 

Muse, the 1999 �lm—which Brooks also 
wrote and directed—about a director who 
�nds out that Hollywood’s best ideas all 
come from one woman. (Brooks’s co-
writer was Monica Johnson, a close friend 
and collaborator who died in 2010.) Stone 
described Brooks to me as an “intellectual 
giant” who has no time for people who 
don’t work hard, but who never lost his 
temper on set. She also described him as 

peerless, basically. I had asked her where 
she would situate him among other movie 
stars roughly of his generation—say, Bill 
Murray or Steve Martin—and she told me 
none of them even comes close. (Murray 
doesn’t have the focus and Martin can’t keep 
his head out of the clouds, she said. Plus, 
neither can direct.) �e only person she 
could think of who approached Brooks’s 
brilliance, she said, was Garry Shandling, 
who died in 2016. “�ere are people who 
have great talent,” Stone told me, “but there 
aren’t many people who can take that tal-
ent and have the discipline and the huge 
ability to be the general, and put a huge 
project together and then push it all the 
way through.”

Stone loved working with Brooks, and 
she particularly appreciated his bias toward 
action. If somebody wasn’t prepared, he 
would decisively and calmly move on 
without them—not exactly Zen about 
it, but sanguine. “He doesn’t have any 
patience if you’re not ready, if you don’t 
know your lines, if you don’t have your 
shit together,” Stone said. Later, she put it 
to me this way: “Albert’s a winner. And if 
you were running a relay race with Albert 
and you handed him the torch and the 
person next to him fell on the ground, 
Albert could jump over that person and 
run to the �nish line … Someone would 
say, ‘You know, you jumped over that per-
son,’ and he would say, ‘People who lay on 
the ground don’t win races.’ ”

I asked her if others found this quality 
o�-putting. “People who lay on the ground 
would think Albert is mean,” she said. Also, 
she said, “he’s super bored by people who 
aren’t smart.” Despite his improvisational 
skills (see: his many voice appearances on 
�e Simpsons, where he is a legend in the 
writers’ room for his ri¤ng), Brooks is not 
one for winging it. Or, as he once put it 
to me: “Come anally prepared and let’s do 
the silliness on purpose when we want to.”

Another time, when I asked Brooks 
if it irritated him to be around people 
who aren’t as quick or clever as he is, he 
demurred, unconvincingly. A low tolerance 
for people who cannot keep up would be 
understandable. His mind gallops through 
conversations— there is never a missed 
opportunity for a joke, yet his joke- telling 
doesn’t come o� as striving, only calibrated 

He poses 

the most 

profound 

questions 

possible—

What does 

it mean 

to live a 

good life? 

Where  

do we  

go when  

we die? 
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to the moment. One friend of his likened 
this quality to watching a professional ath-
lete in a �ow state. Consider this exchange, 
from when Brooks appeared on Larry 
King’s radio show in 1990, which left King 
gasping with laughter: 

King: Do you ever order from 800 num-

bers late at night from on television? I 

get the feeling you do.

Brooks: Do you?

King: I don’t, but I think you do. 

Brooks: I bought a wok and a vibra-

tor. Actually, it was the same thing. A 

vibrating wok. 

�e people who know Brooks best still 
marvel at how naturally humor comes to 
him. James L. Brooks told me the story of 
a party he attended sometime in the late 
1970s, where he’d noticed a small crowd 
gathering around a table to watch some guy 
doing card tricks. �e guy was oozing cha-
risma, and had charmed the people around 
him out of their wits. But it took him a 
minute to realize what was actually hap-
pening. “�is guy doing card tricks had no 

idea how to do card tricks. He was just talk-
ing about 45 miles an hour. It was Albert 
Brooks. And he was just being hilarious.” 

Rob Reiner told me about another 
party, where Brooks was so funny that 
people almost felt they were witnessing 
the birth of a new art form. “People were 
screaming laughing,” Reiner said. “And 
when he �nished, it was like he’d been on 
a stage. He left the party, and a half hour 
later, the hostess of the party comes up to 
me and says, ‘Albert’s on the phone. He 
wants to talk to you.’ And so I get on the 
phone and I said, ‘Albert, what’s up?’ And 
he said, ‘Listen, Rob, you gotta do me a 
big favor.’ I said, ‘What is it?’ He said, 
‘I left my keys in the house there and I 
can’t come back to get them.’ Because he’d 
�nished his performance. He didn’t want 
to come back. So he had been wander-
ing around for, like, 20 minutes trying to 
�gure out what to do … �at’s the way 
his mind works.” Reiner grabbed Brooks’s 
keys and went outside to �nd his friend.

Last year, Reiner released a documen-
tary about Brooks’s career called Defend-

ing My Life, a project Reiner had wanted 
to pursue for years, inspired by My Dinner 

With Andre, Louis Malle’s famous 1981 
�lm featuring the theater director André 
Gregory and the actor and playwright 
Wallace Shawn having a sprawling con-
versation at Café des Artistes, in Manhat-
tan. For years, Brooks said no to the idea 
before finally relenting. “I’ve always felt 
he is the most brilliant comedian I’ve ever 
met,” Reiner said. �e two have sometimes 
drifted apart, but they always drifted back 
together, Reiner told me. One argument in 
particular stands out in Reiner’s memory.

“I remember this distinctly,” Reiner said. 
“He would always ask me, ‘How does my 
hair look?’ And, you know, when he was 
young he had that Jew fro. And it looked 
the same every time. Every time he asked 
me, ‘How’s my hair look?’ And I would 
say, ‘Albert, it looks fine.’ And then one 
time we’re in the car and he kept asking 
me, ‘How does my hair look?’ And I said, 
‘Albert, it looks the same! It looks the same 
every single time I look at it! It’s always the 
same!’ And he got so mad at me, he threw 
me out of the car. He said, ‘Get out of this 
car!’ He got mad at me because I wouldn’t 
tell him how his hair looked.”

Brooks remembers a di¦erent argument 
they had, decades ago, about the endur-
ing star power of classic �lm actors—“the 
Cary Grants, the Clark Gables.” Reiner 
had remarked on how stars like that were 
immortal, the kind of leading men who 
“will never go away,” Brooks recalled. 
“And I said, ‘Everyone’s going away.’ And, 
you know, my kids don’t know who Cary 
Grant is unless I force them and say, ‘�at’s 
Cary Grant.’ Every generation has their 
own people. And it’s remarkable how fast 
everything else goes away.” 

The term comic’s comic is overused. But 
with Brooks, it �ts. Judd Apatow, Conan 
O’Brien, Sarah Silverman, Chris Rock, and 
too many others to name have all cited him 
as a formative in�uence. James L. Brooks 
told me the story of standing in the living 
room at some gathering with Steve Mar-
tin when Martin spotted Brooks and got 
starstruck—“nervous, like a kid at Christ-
mas,” he said.

While the critics who love Brooks often 
lament that his �lms have not enjoyed more 
commercial success—“Albert almost inten-

tionally makes noncommercial movies,” 

Sharon Stone told me—what they miss is 
that he has, over the course of his career, 
repeatedly chosen fealty to his own artistic 
vision over anyone else’s desires, for him or 
for themselves. And he has done so with 
the clarity of a man racing against time, 
someone who knows that we only get one 
go-round, and tomorrow is never promised. 

Big, When Harry Met Sally, Dead Poets 

Society—all became generational cin-
ematic hits, as close to timeless as they 
come. But to Brooks, the decision to turn 
down these roles was obvious. With Big, 
he just couldn’t see himself playing a little 
boy. And anyway, he’d been actively try-
ing to avoid New York City since at least 
the 1970s, back when Lorne Michaels had 
come calling. “What I really was not going 
to do was go to New York and stay up 
until 11:30 to be funny, and risk getting 
addicted to coke,” he told me. Later, as he 
read the script for When Harry Met Sally, 
which Reiner was directing, he knew right 
away that he shouldn’t do it. “I was being 
called ‘the West Coast Woody Allen,’ ” 
Brooks told me. “And I read this lovely 
script that felt like a Woody Allen movie—
the music and everything. And I thought, 
If I do this, I’m Woody Allen forever.”

�e Woody Allen comparisons make 
only a super�cial kind of sense. It’s true 
that both Allen and Brooks write, direct, 
and star in their own �lms. Both are self-
deprecating leading men. Both write 
unforgettably funny dialogue on a line-
to-line level. (�ey’re also both frequently 
described as neurotic— an adjective that, 
as Brooks once acidly complained to me, is 
simply the lazy �lm critic’s code for “Jew.”) 

But where Allen’s films are oriented 
inward—self-deprecating, yes, but also 
self-obsessed bordering on narcissistic—
Brooks’s films radiate outward, almost 
galactically, an expanding universe all unto 
themselves. Again and again, he poses the 
most profound questions possible—What 
does it mean to live a good life? Where do 
we go when we die? What if we weren’t 
afraid?—then filters them through his 
sense of humor, and explodes them into a 
meditation on the human condition. 

So New York was out of the question. 
And anyway, why bother starring in a �lm 
you didn’t write? Why let somebody else 
direct something you did write? And why 
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direct something you can’t star in? More 
than that, Why wait ? Wasn’t that the lesson 
he learned the hard way when he was only 
11 and a half?

Not  many  people  can pinpoint the 
exact moment when they became who they 
are, the formative experience from which 
the rest of their life unspools. But Brooks 
can: November 23, 1958. The Sunday 
before �anksgiving. His mother, �elma; 
father, Harry; and one older brother, Cli�, 
left home for the Beverly Hilton to attend 
a roast put on by the local Friars Club, 
which his father helped run. �e event was 
in honor of Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, 
Hollywood royalty whom Harry Einstein 
introduced—  in a perfect deadpan that 
made the audience roar— as his very close 
personal friends “Danny” and “Miss Lou-
ise Balls.” (In a recording of the roast, you 
can distinctly hear Arnaz’s honking laugh 
rise above the hysterics of the crowd.) 

Einstein was a superstar comedian him-
self, known for his dialect humor and for his 
popular radio alter ego Parkyakarkus (say 
it aloud to get the joke). Over the next 10 
minutes, he had the audience members in 
tears. When Einstein ¡nished, he made his 
way back to the dais, where he was seated 
next to Milton Berle. With the audience still 

clapping for him, the color suddenly drained 
from Einstein’s face, and he slumped over 
onto Berle. Frantic attempts to resuscitate 
him began right away, and in the panic, the 
singer Tony Martin took the microphone in 
an attempt to distract people with one of his 
hit songs. Meanwhile, a doctor in the audi-
ence made an incision in Einstein’s chest 
with somebody’s pocketknife, and another 
doctor fashioned a makeshift de¡brillator 
by peeling the insulation o� a nearby lamp 
cord. None of it worked. Einstein, at 54 
years old, was dying of a heart attack while 
Martin sang a song that took on dark—
and to Brooks, in retrospect, darkly funny—
meaning: “�ere’s No Tomorrow.” Arnaz 
eventually grabbed the microphone: “�ey 
say the show must go on,” he said. “But why 
must it?” With that, the evening was over. 

Although Einstein’s death was shocking—
it made national headlines—it was not 
unexpected. He had su�ered from a seri-
ous spinal issue and a related heart condi-
tion, and was by then using a wheelchair. 
When he did walk, Brooks remembers, he 
lumbered “like Frankenstein.” He looked 
terrible. And life in the Einstein house-
hold was largely oriented around accom-
modating his ill health. Brooks’s earliest 
memories of his father, though, are hap-
pier ones. �ey would take long drives out 

to Santa Paula, past orchards where the 
tree branches were heavy with oranges and 
lemons. Back at home, they would goof 
o�. “Sometimes at the dinner table, he 
would be more like a kid and play with a 
fork,” Brooks recalled. “And my mother 
would get angry like she would with a kid. 
And we would all laugh.”

�e Einstein household seems to have 
been genetically predisposed for humor. 
One of Brooks’s brothers, Bob Einstein, 
grew up to have a successful comedy career. 
You may remember him as his stuntman 
character, Super Dave Osborne, or as Marty 
Funkhouser on Curb Your Enthusiasm. (He 
died in 2019.) �eir mother, �elma Leeds, 
was also in show business—she and Harry 
met in 1937 on the set of a ¡lm they were 
starring in. After Brooks’s ¡lm Mother came 
out in 1996, Entertainment Weekly asked 
her to write a review, including a grade of 
the ¡lm. Brooks was convinced that she’d 
give it a middling review just to be funny. 
“I said, ‘Listen to me’—and this is not a 
joke—‘you have to give it an A,’ ” Brooks 
recalled. (She ended up giving it an A+++.) 
Despite his parents’ comedic gifts, he insists 
that they didn’t name him Albert Einstein 
as a joke. “I swear to God, it was like, ‘You 
know, he’s a wonderful man. Let’s give him 
that name.’ ”

The movie posters for Real Life

(1979), Modern Romance

(1981), Lost in America (1985), 

Broadcast News (1987), and 

Defending Your Life (1991)
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For Brooks, the death of his father 
was not just a tragedy but the inevitable 
realization of a long-held premonition. 
He had been bracing for it for as long as 
he could remember. “From the moment 
I could conceive anything, this is what I 
was expecting. So, you know, then you 
start trying to fool God,” he told me. “You 
tell yourself, Well, I’m just not going to get 

close. And You’re not going to take anyone 

from me. I’m just not going to love him. You 
know, you do whatever you have to do, to 
make it okay. It forced early thoughts of 
the end before the beginning.”

“I never felt he didn’t love me,” Brooks 
told me later. “I just felt it was going to 
be quick. �at, I think, colors a part of 
your life.”

�e actor and director Jon Favreau, who 
is close friends with Brooks, can relate to 
what he went through. Favreau’s mother 
died of cancer when he was a child. “�e 
idea that catastrophe could be just around 
the corner is something that is baked into 
your psyche when you experience some-
thing that grave that early,” Favreau told 
me. �at attitude, expressed artistically, can 
take many forms. “It can go di�erent places 
with di�erent people, but with Albert it def-
initely went to �is has to be funny. I want 

to bring the house down. And that’s where 

I think somebody like Albert �nds that he 
has a superpower. �rough his intellect and 
through his humor and through whatever 
experiences made him who he is, what 
comes out of that machinery is laughter and 
amusement and human insight that allows 
you to deal with subjects— mortality—that 
are presented within the framework of 
something that is hilarious.” �at, Favreau 
told me, is Brooks’s “magic trick.”

A f t e r  h i s  fat h e r  died, Brooks set-
tled into a new kind of normal. He and 
his friends would spend hours recording 
mock interviews on giant tape recorders, 
pretending to be radio stars like his dad 
was. “I was really sort of doing these shows 
for no one for a long time,” he told me. He 
played football and sometimes hitchhiked 
to school. He watched television—as many 
hours a day as he could get away with. He 
was also music-obsessed, and amassed a 
prized collection of records, building his 
own stereo with quadraphonic surround 
sound. �is was in the early days of stereo-
phonic recording, and Brooks still remem-
bers the �rst stereo album he bought to 
show o� the new technology: Stan Ken-
ton’s version of West Side Story. “�ey were 
really doing the right-left thing,” he said. 
“You know, DA-dah, BA-dah, DA, dah!

Right speaker! Left speaker! Right speaker! 
Ba-dah-dah-dah-dahhhh, ba-dah-bah-dah-

ba-dah-daaaah ba-doo ba-doo. Your head 
would be moving like a tennis match.” 

Brooks is prone to spontaneously 
breaking out into song, or more accu-
rately, breaking out into sound, without 
the lyrics, perhaps an artifact of his the-
ater roots. After high-school graduation, 
in 1965, Brooks and Reiner did summer 
theater in Los Angeles. After that, Brooks 
went to L.A. City College before winning 
a scholarship to attend the drama program 
at Carnegie Mellon (then called Carnegie 
Tech), in Pittsburgh. A shoulder injury 
from his football days kept him out of the 
Vietnam War, an injury he now sees as his 
life’s blessing. After a year in Pittsburgh, he 
dropped out and returned to Los Angeles. 

“When he came back from Carnegie 
Tech, he wasn’t thinking about comedy, 
and I couldn’t believe it,” Reiner told me. 
“He wanted to change his name to Albert 
Lawrence—his middle name is Lawrence. 
And I said, ‘Albert, what are you doing? 
You’re the funniest guy I know. You’re 
going to tell me that now all you want to 
do is be a serious actor?’ �e fact is, he is 
a great serious actor. But I said, ‘You can’t 
throw away that gift you have. You make 
people laugh better than anybody.’ ”
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�en, in 1973, something frightening 
happened that left Brooks forever changed. 
He had just come out with a comedy 
album, Comedy Minus One, and was on the 
road promoting it— something he hated 
doing— with endless performances in dingy 
clubs and interviews with local journalists. 
One of these conversations, with a radio 
DJ, left Brooks feeling deeply unnerved. 
“A morning man in Boston said to me, 
‘Albert Brooks, let me ask you a question,’ ” 
Brooks recalled. “ ‘Jonathan Winters went 
crazy. Do you think that’s going to happen 
to you?’ ” Winters, the superstar comedian 
and television actor, had been hospitalized 
years earlier after scrambling up the rigging 
of an old three-masted sailing ship docked 
in San Francisco Bay and refusing to come 
down, insisting that he was “a man from 
outer space.” Brooks remembers stumbling 
through an answer: “I don’t know. I hope 
not. I don’t—I don’t know.” 

Later that night, he had his �rst per-
formance at a jazz club in the Back Bay, 
where he was supposed to do two shows 
a night for a week, with an opening act 

by the singer- songwriter Leo Sayer, who 
dressed up for his performances as a 17th-
century Pierrot clown, complete with heavy 
makeup. Sayer’s whole record company 
showed up, and in a surreal demonstration 
of devotion, “everybody in the audience was 
dressed as a clown,” Brooks told me. (�is 
may sound like some sort of chemically 
induced hallucination, but Brooks assured 
me it was not. “No drugs. None,” he said.) 

He did his �rst show and went back to 
his hotel across the street to get ready for 
the next one. But when he got there, “I 
had, like, a brain explosion,” Brooks told 
me. “I mean, something happened. All of 
a sudden, you know, my life was di�er-
ent. I don’t know how to describe it. I was 
standing in the bathroom. I was holding a 
toothbrush. And all I could think about is 
who invented this and why are there bristles 

on this end? And why are there bristles at 

all? And isn’t there a better way to brush 

your teeth? And how come there are sinks? I 
was starting to unravel, questioning every-
thing. And that in turn made me really 
scared that I had gone nuts.” 

He begged his manager, and the club 
owner—who by then had come across the 
street to see what was wrong—to let him 
skip the second show. �e club owner told 
him he could cancel every other show that 
week, but he had to go through with the 
show that night. People had bought tickets! 
�ey were already sitting there, waiting in 
their seats. So Brooks agreed to get back 
onstage. “I was so detached from my body,” 
he told me. “Every single word was an e�ort 
and was not connected to anything. I was 
just standing there saying what sounded 
like English words.” Years later, on a trip to 
New York, he ran into someone who told 
him he’d been at the show that night in 
Boston, and wondered in passing if some-
thing had been o�. “Did you have the �u?” 
the person asked. Yeah, something like that.

What actually happened, Brooks told 
me, is that after he somehow kept his 
body upright and made his mouth say 
words until he could get o�stage again, 
he cracked open. After the death of his 
father—and, frankly, probably before 
that—he’d built a mental wall so sturdy 
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that he was emotionally untouchable. 
�is wasn’t all bad. “It was very advan-
tageous for the beginning of my career,” 
Brooks said. He remembers his earliest 
live television appearances, when friends 
would be �oored by his coolheadedness, 
his total absence of nerves. “Ed Sullivan, 
50 million people live, waiting to go on,” 
Brooks recalled. “My heart didn’t race. I 
never thought of it. And I loved that. But 
the reason for that is I wasn’t open, and I 
was forced open in that one moment. It 
was like all the stu� you hadn’t dealt with 
is here. And, you know, that stu� ’s not 
meant to be dealt with all at once.”

Confronting the great tragedy of your 
life this way is sub optimal, especially if it 
hits you when you’re standing onstage star-
ing at a bunch of clowns. “But it opened 
up my mind,” Brooks told me. “It made 
me question everything. It made me much 
more worried about everything. But it also 
made me deal with it. And it took a long 
time to, you know, deal with it.” Looking 
back now, he said, that night in Boston is 
what led to everything else. Without that 

experience, “I don’t think I could have 
written anything” that came after—at least 
not anything of real depth and complexity. 
“I think I would have been a non-nervous, 
pretty surface person.” Brooks never saw it 
coming. And there’s a lesson in that, too. 
“You get humbled by life in one second,” 
he said. If you’re lucky, the terrible thing 
that surprises you is something you can 
survive. His father didn’t get that chance. 
But Brooks did, and he knew exactly what 
he wanted to do with it. 

Albert  Brooks ,  for the record, is not 
interested in contemplating what might 
have been. He doesn’t believe in do-overs. 
He’s not into time-travel movies (though 
he appreciates the elegance of the original 
Twilight Zone, which he sometimes watches 
on YouTube), or imagined alternative his-
tories, or dwelling on the past. “ ‘What if ?’ 
is terrible,” he told me, “because what are 
you going to DO with it, you know?” He 
swears he isn’t a grudge holder—I asked 
him speci�cally about this because I had 
a hard time believing otherwise. People as 
meticulous as Brooks sometimes struggle 
to let things go. “No,” he insisted, “because 
there’s nothing I can DO.” Worrying about 
the past is “the biggest waste of time,” he 
said. “I mean, over the years, the best thing 
I’ve done for myself is learn to worry about 
what I can �x.”

�is is partly his pragmatism but also 
his attitude as a writer—writing, he once 
said, is just a series of solving one prob-
lem after the next. He doesn’t believe in 
writer’s block, not really. “Writing is like 
building a house,” he told me. “Once you 
start, you have to �nish. It’s a funny con-
cept that there’d be a block in other profes-
sions. If you hired an architect and a year 
later you said, ‘What happened?’ And he 
said, ‘I don’t know, I was blocked.’ You’d 
say, ‘What?!’ ” Also, when you write, you’re 
fully in control. “It’s one of the last things, 
except maybe painting, that you can do 
without permission,” he said. 

Thirty years ago, if you’d have asked 
Brooks what he was most focused on �x-
ing, it may have been his love life. He wor-
ried, “Oh, I’ll never meet anybody,” he told 
me. �is may seem strange—movie stars 
don’t typically have a hard time attract-
ing partners— but many of his friends 

envisioned Brooks staying single, too. “I 
thought, 
is guy will never get married,” 
Reiner told me. “I �nd it hard to even imag-
ine Albert married,” Sharon Stone told me, 
not because of how intense he can be but 
because he is so particular. “It’s that he can’t 
have this, and he doesn’t like that, and it has 
to be like this, and he can’t be around this, 
and it can’t be like that,” she said. 

Brooks is a person who is comfortable 
alone. In the early days of his career, he 
would workshop jokes by just perform-
ing them to himself, in a mirror. He went 
through a phase when he bought one of 
those radios that picks up people’s phone 
conversations, and put it by his bed so he 
could listen to other people’s problems as 
he drifted o� to sleep. (“It was the greatest 
soap opera,” he recalled. And also a great 
way to train your ear for writing realistic 
dialogue. “�at was heaven,” he said with 
a laugh.) He’s gone through long stretches 
of solitude over the years. 

Brooks likes to joke that he knew he 
didn’t want to get married until he met 
someone he could stand getting divorced 
from. Reiner put it another way: “I don’t 
know if it applies to Albert, but my 
mother and father were celebrating their 
60th wedding anniversary, and I asked my 
mother, ‘What’s the secret?’ ” Reiner told 
me. “And she said, ‘Finding someone who 
can stand you.’ ”

�e painter Kimberly Shlain, it turned 
out, could stand Brooks. She already knew 
and loved his �lms when they began dat-
ing. �ey were married in March 1997 at 
a synagogue in San Francisco. �eir recep-
tion was �lled with calla lilies and white 
tulips, and their guests ate lemon cake. For 
their �rst dance, a live band played “Some-
one to Watch Over Me.” (He was 49; she 
was 31.) �e couple have two children, 
Jacob and Claire, both now in their 20s. 

In Defending Your Life, Brooks finds 
the perfect woman—played �awlessly by 
Meryl Streep—only once he’s already dead. 
“We’re opening the door, God forbid, to 
Albert’s brain,” she said in a 1991 interview 
about the �lm. Defending Your Life tells the 
story of a man who dies young and �nds 
himself among the other recently deceased 
in Judgment City, a version of purgatory 
that resembles a New Jersey office park, 
where you can eat whatever you want 

Brooks as a child, with his 

father watching him from  

a lounge chair
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without gaining weight and see who you 
were in various past lives as you await a 
decision from a supernatural judiciary 
about whether you lived a good-enough 
life to move forward in the universe. (If 
not, you’re sent back to Earth to do bet-
ter next time.) For Brooks’s character, the 
key question of his life’s trial is whether he 
wasted his time letting his fears dominate 
him. Streep said in the same 1991 interview 
that when Brooks had come over to per-
suade her to take the part—they’d �rst met 
through Carrie Fisher, a mutual friend—
he paced for two hours while explaining 
the concept of the �lm to her, but wouldn’t 
let her read the script. 

Stone told me about how after The 

Muse wrapped and Brooks sent her a 
copy to watch, she sent him some notes, 
as she generally did with other directors. 
“Albert wasn’t interested in my notes,” she 
said. “In fact, I don’t think he liked that I 
sent him my notes. I think he was a little 
bit offended by my notes. And I think 
it’s because he makes all of his decisions 
about his �lms in a quite solitary way. He’s 
the only director that ever sent me a �lm 
to preview that didn’t want notes … He 
didn’t understand. Like, what did I think 
I was doing, right? Why would I need notes 

from you, cupcake? ”
Another time, he’d gotten advice from 

Stanley Kubrick about how to navigate 
the business side of Hollywood, and the 
frustration that comes from having to 
work with people who care more about 
money than art. Kubrick had reached out 
to Brooks to say how much he loved Mod-

ern Romance, and asked to see the draft of 
the script Brooks was writing at the time. 
So Brooks sent it along, and Kubrick sent 
it back with notes. “He said, ‘Here, I read 
the script,’ ” Brooks told me. “You know 
what? I think he had the WORST com-
ment in the world. And I said, ‘Gee, I 
don’t think I could do that.’ ”

As I reported this story, legendary 
comedians kept dying. First there was 
Norman Lear, who died within hours of 
a conversation Brooks and I had about 
how wonderful it was that Lear, at 101, 
was still alive. �en Richard Lewis died. 
(“Terrible,” Brooks texted me.) Occasion-
ally, when Brooks experiences some unusual 
bodily pain, an unwelcome thought will 

materialize: “I worry, Is this the end? I mean, 
something’s going to take me down,” he said. 
For a while, he was just trying to reach the 
age his father was when he died. Turning 55 
was, as a result, “very weird,” he said. When 
the �rst of his older brothers died, it was 
like the loss of a “genetic touchstone,” he 
said. He’d sometimes try to reassure himself 
by imagining that he got all of his genes 
from his mother, who lived into her 90s. 
He turns 77 in July. “�en you’re in no-
man’s-land, you know. My father didn’t 
come near this age.” 

Brooks doesn’t believe in immortality, 
whether in life or on �lm. Plenty of writers 
and directors fool themselves into believing 
that what they make will last forever. Most 
works of art, even extraordinary ones, do 
not. Creatively, Brooks was never motivated 
by wanting to make something lasting, 
but instead by seeing art generally—and 
�lm speci�cally—as the ultimate form of 
human connection. Plus, there was always 
something beautiful to him about how 
making a movie and watching a movie 
required deliberateness on both sides of 
the screen. “People got in their cars, which 
meant there was an e¥ort made,” he said. 
“�e lights went down. People were there 
because they wanted to be there.”

Sometimes Brooks thinks back to one 
of the original endings he wrote for Defend-

ing Your Life. �is was before Streep was 
cast in the �lm. Before he had conceived of 
the actual ending, which, as it turns out, is 
one of the great climaxes in all of �lm his-
tory, complete with a sweeping cinematic 
score, that feels both enormous and also 
perfectly earned. “�e one I liked the best 
that I didn’t use was that the movie ended 
in a pasture, and in the distance was a cow,” 
Brooks told me. In this version, Brooks’s 
character didn’t get redemption. He didn’t 
fall in love. He didn’t get the girl. He didn’t 
overcome his fears. He didn’t move on in 
the universe. Instead, he lived his life, then 
came back to Earth … as a cow. It would 
have been absurd to end things that way. 
And funny. Because, really, who knows? 
But that’s not how the story went. 

Adrienne LaFrance is the executive editor of 

�e Atlantic. 
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�e Engrossing Darkness  
of �e Crow

Can a cult hit point the way forward for  

the beleaguered comic-book movie?

By Shirley Li

The superhuman protagonist of The Crow, the 
comic-book movie that went on to become a cult 
hit after its release 30 years ago, doesn’t relish being 
undead and invincible. When he ­rst shows his face 
on-screen, Eric Draven, played by Brandon Lee, is 
crawling out of his own grave in near-feral agony. 
His ­ngers claw at the mud around his tomb. His 
clothes, drenched by rain, cling to his skin. He never 
gets to his feet; instead, he writhes on his back, 
screaming in pain.

To say this isn’t a standard superhero’s welcome is 
an understatement—but then, �e Crow didn’t care 
to obey the genre’s conventions. Grim, stylish, and 
brazenly violent, the ­lm is a gothic fable about a 
young rock musician and his girlfriend who, on the 
eve of their wedding, are murdered. When Draven, 
the former heavy-metal guitarist, is resurrected from 
the dead a year later by a mystical crow—just go with 
it—he’s not a noble crime ­ghter, but a wounded 
predator hunting the killers. “�ey’re all dead,” he 
snarls. “�ey just don’t know it yet.”

�e Crow premiered in 1994, at a moment when 
superhero ­lms themselves appeared to be in dire shape. 
Gone were the shiny Superman movies of the 1970s 
and ’80s. In Batman Returns, released in 1992, Tim 
Burton re­ned his approach to the genre’s aesthetic— 
less spandex, more noir— and delivered a much grittier 
story, but his Batman sequel fell far short of the box-
o�ce bar set by its predecessor in 1989. Films based 
on Marvel comics were forgettable, and although the 
1990 Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movie was success-
ful, it was intended for children. Producing mainstream 
comic-book-based entertainment posed a challenge for 
the studios. Could a hero be fresh but familiar enough 
to spawn the next great franchise? 

Before it began production, �e Crow may have 
looked like an ideal solution. Based on an acclaimed 
if niche series of comics by James O’Barr, the adap-
tation had secured a handsome rising star in the 
28-year-old Lee. �e story seemed straightforward 
enough; it had a sentimental core, and incorporated 
a handful of lighter, more accessible supporting char-
acters to balance the darker themes. But the ­nished 
­lm, steeped in the director Alex Proyas’s grungy 
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vision and clouded by Lee’s tragic death after an acci-
dent on set, turned out to be a singular, and strange, 
phenomenon. Its melancholic mood and theme are 
worth remembering as a remake arrives in theaters 
this month, at a time of dwindling box-o�ce returns 
for Marvel and DC Comics. For fans who have tired 
of tidy morals, formulaic action, and  ashy e­ects, 
�e Crow of three decades ago o­ers an antidote, 
proof that the comic-book genre can be a vehicle for 
a wrenching evocation of human su­ering. 

I n  re t r o s pe c t,  Lee’s fate—a prop gun loaded 
with blanks malfunctioned, causing a projectile to 
hit him in the abdomen—has largely eclipsed his 
remarkable performance in �e Crow, which is cru-
cial to the �lm’s jarring power. He delivers hokey 
one-liners with hard-edged gusto. He moves bal-
letically across the screen, imbuing Draven with an 
unexpected softness. He shed 20 pounds before �lm-
ing began, and his gauntness signaled his character’s 
di­erence, not just in appearance but in ethos, from 
hunkier comic-book heroes. Caught in an abyss of 
grief, Draven is menacing but vulnerable, delirious 
enough to paint himself in black-and-white harle-
quin makeup for his murderous missions, but too 
stricken to reconnect fully with who he had been 
before his death. Even in lighter scenes, Lee quietly 
conveys that Draven is so consumed by sadness, he 
can’t see beyond revenge.

�e �lm’s prevailing visual and sonic grammar 
foregrounds bleakness, motion, noise. Drawing from 
the story’s ink-and-paper origins, �e Crow presents 
a Detroit that seems permanently covered in grime 
and shrouded in mist, with kinetic camerawork exag-
gerating the city’s angular alleyways. Burton’s Batman

had already begun challenging the superhero genre’s 
gaudier impulses, but �e Crow takes the shadowy 
tableaus to another level. Proyas spent his early career 
directing moody music videos for artists such as Sting 
and Crowded House; here, he assembles a �lm that 
looks like a mid-’90s rock video. It sounds like one, 
too: �e soundtrack includes Nine Inch Nails, the 
Cure, and Violent Femmes. Every “serious” comic-
book movie since has likely borrowed something 
from �e Crow, whether it’s the smoky aesthetics or 
the abrupt needle drops.

O’Barr wrote the original comics after a drunk 
driver killed his �ancée; he tried to purge his anger 
on the page, only to discover that his su­ering grew 
as he worked. �at pain carries over into the �lm: �e 

Crow contains enough moments to suggest the shape 
of a traditional comic-book tale, including energeti-
cally staged �ght scenes, antagonists with absurd code 
names, and even a catchphrase for Draven: “It can’t 
rain all the time.” But the overarching, and arresting, 

e­ect is to leave the audience shaken, rather than to 
o­er resolution.

Unlike other superhero projects, the movie’s nar-
rative is not about good prevailing over evil— or 
about the indestructible Draven using his great 
power responsibly. By the end of the �lm, he has left 
a bloody trail in his ultimately triumphant pursuit 
of the criminals who attacked him and his �ancée, 
Shelly (So�a Shinas), and he has nowhere to go but 
back to his grave. �ere he’s embraced by Shelly in a 
vision, which may seem like a happy conclusion—the 
couple reunited, justice served. But Draven’s crusade 
never restores them to life together. If anything, his 
recurrent hazy, half-formed  ashbacks suggest that 
Shelly has become nothing more than a memory that 
hounds him, fueling his fury and angst.

Perhaps it’s wrong even to call �e Crow a super-
hero �lm. It’s a recon�guration of the form, an asser-
tion that such movies don’t have to be mere vessels 
for quippy dialogue and eye-popping e­ects. �ey 
can invite viewers to examine human nature as its 
own wildly unpredictable force. Our feelings under-
score our humanity, but they can be overpowering 
too, imprisoning rather than liberating us. 

Made for roughly $23 million, �e Crow went on 
to net more than $50 million in the United States. It 
yielded several unremarkable sequels, each a reminder 
of just what a rare asset the original had in Lee’s �erce 
yet nuanced performance. None achieved the �rst 
�lm’s unsettling blend of corrosive emotion and con-
cussive action. 

But Hollywood hasn’t been able to resist the allure 
of remaking the original. E­orts to introduce a new 
Eric Draven to audiences have been under way since 
the late 2000s, and the parade of actors rumored to 
have almost played him over the years is impressive: It 
includes Oscar nominees (Bradley Cooper, Ryan Gos-
ling), men cast as other superheroes (Jason Momoa, 
Nicholas Hoult), and Alexander Skarsgård, whose 
younger brother Bill—best known for his work as the 
murderous clown Pennywise in the latest It �lms—
will soon actually make it to the screen in the role. 

�e comic-book �lm genre’s garish-to-grim cycles 
have become familiar, but �e Crow endures because 
it upended expectations and ignored conventional 
boundaries. A legacy like that is inviting—and daunt-
ing. In an interview conducted during the �lm’s pro-
duction, Lee explained why he wanted to play Draven, 
and bequeathed some useful wisdom, or perhaps a 
warning, to successors. “�ere are no rules,” he said, 
“about how a person who has come back from the 
dead is going to behave.” 

Shirley Li is a sta� writer at �e Atlantic.
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Culture & Critics

�e Wild Blood Dynasty

What a little-known family reveals  

about the nation’s untamed spirit

By Adam Begley

BOOKS

American Bloods—what a title! Ham-
mering out agreement on the meaning 
of American is hard enough, but factor 
in blood—our precious bodily �uid, sus-
ceptible to poisoning in the fevered fascist 
imagination—and a brawl might just be 
brewing. If you’ve �gured out that Blood is 
a surname, the subtitle of John Kaag’s new 
book (�e Untamed Dynasty �at Shaped 

a Nation) could possibly defuse the situa-
tion, but it too is provocative: If the Blood 
dynasty shaped the nation, why have we 
never heard of it? 

Kaag, a philosophy professor at the 
University of Massachusetts at Lowell, 
lives in a house on the banks of the Con-
cord River that was built in 1745 by a 
colonial named Josiah Blood. A decade 
later, in that same house, �addeus Blood 
was born. He was at the scene with a mus-
ket on April 19, 1775, when the “shot 
heard round the world” was �red; as an 
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old man, he was interviewed about the experience 
by Ralph Waldo Emerson. Kaag saw that the Blood 
clan would o�er him a chance to explore big ideas 
in relation to individual lives, to start close to home 
and expand outward, weaving together personalities, 
cultural history, and philosophy in an attempt to ask 
not just where we came from but where we’re going.

He has made a habit of combining philosophy with 
 rst-person narratives of a confessional cast. In Ameri-

can Philosophy: A Love Story (2016), he tells us about his 
 rst two marriages while communing with his “intel-
lectual heroes,” the New England thinkers Emerson, 
Henry David �oreau, and William James. In Hiking 

With Nietzsche: On Becoming Who You Are (2018), he 
treks up and down an alp or two with the German 
iconoclast. �e new project is much more ambitious. 
Working with a bigger cast on an expansive stage, he’s 
hoping to unlock secrets of Americanness. No wonder 
the strain shows. 

Kaag sets out to trace the nation’s growth (and 
“excruciating growing pains”) as refracted through “one 
of America’s  rst and most expansive pioneer fami-
lies,” whose lineage happens to run straight through 
his family home. Listed in the index of a privately pub-
lished genealogy he  nds in his house are thousands of 
Bloods, from Aaron to Zebulon. In addition to Josiah 
and �addeus, Kaag plucks out a handful of others, 
curious characters born between 1618 and 1838, who 
found themselves in the thick of roiling history or 
crossed paths with famous American thinkers.

Kaag makes the case that, “unlike many other more 
visible or iconic American dynasties” (he mentions 
the Cabots, Lowells, Astors, Roosevelts), the Bloods 

consistently, and with remarkable regularity, reveal a 

particular frontier ethos: their genealogy tracks what 

Henry David �oreau called “wildness,” an origi-

nal untamed spirit that would recede in the making 

of America but never be extinguished entirely. �e 

United States may have been founded on “life, lib-

erty, and the pursuit of happiness,” but it was always 

shot through with something unbalanced, heedless, 

undomesticated, fearful.

The making of America meant pushing back the 
frontier, establishing civilization where before, as the 
Puritan William Bradford testi ed, there had been “a 
hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts & 
wild men.” Kaag asserts that New England colonials 
drew a clear, unwavering line between the civilized and 
the wild, but he believes that the Blood dynasty shared 
a more complicated ethos: Its members “continually 
explored life and its extremes,” absorbing the lesson 
that “human existence was not cleanly demarcated 
but unshakably wild.”

Hardly alone in wanting, just now, to weigh the 
risk of mayhem in America, he asks, “What untamed 
stories lie beneath the skin of our more or less well-
functioning society? How persistent is the wildness 
that once de ned our country?” �e answers, he 
warns, won’t be tidy, though he can’t resist assigning 
conveniently emblematic roles to his small sample 
of Zelig-like Bloods.

N a k e d  o p p o r t u n i s m  guided the  rst  gure in 
Kaag’s book: �omas Blood, who was not American 
but is the most notorious individual to bear the name. 
In 1671, he tried to steal the Crown Jewels from the 
Tower of London. A rogue as well as a thief, �omas 
sets the tone for the American branch of the family, 
which was started by his nephews, who were among the 
early New England settlers, arriving sometime in the 
1630s. By mid-century, Robert Blood had established a 
farm on a 3,000-acre tract just north of Concord, then 
very much the frayed edge of civilization. A “trouble-
some” man, Robert was a good citizen when it suited 
him and a renegade when taxes fell due. He nonethe-
less understood that the best defense against external 
threats was neighborly cooperation. �e wary dance he 
did with local authority, in Kaag’s telling, “presages in 
miniature the political dynamics” as the colonies began 
to rebel against the British Crown.

�e old favorites Emerson and �oreau, Transcen-
dentalists who championed American cultural indepen-
dence and the primacy of the individual soul, take the 
stage as Kaag fast-forwards roughly a century to focus 
on Bloods intersecting with homegrown ferment. Rob-
ert’s great-great-grandson �addeus made an enduring 
impression on Emerson, who admired the rare cour-
age that the veteran of the skirmish at the Old North 
Bridge had displayed as a young minute man. Kaag sug-
gests (though certainly doesn’t prove) that Emerson’s 
conversation with �addeus in 1835 was the catalyst 
for what he calls Emerson’s own “acts of insurrection”: 
two speeches delivered in the next several years, “�e 
American Scholar” and the bombshell “Divinity School 
Address,” in which he renounced all organized religion 
(and in particular what he elsewhere derided as “corpse-
cold Unitarianism”).

“�e American Scholar” called for a new type of 
educated American, an active, engaged intellectual 
boldly embracing the rough-and-tumble of a new 
nation—what a pleasure to see the 34-year-old Emer-
son roll up his sleeves and resolve to “run eagerly into 
this resounding tumult,” to take his place “in the ring 
to su�er and to work”! And yet Kaag’s next Blood, 
Perez, son of �addeus, shrank from the tumult. A 
recluse and an amateur astronomer, Perez spent his 
time in his woodshed, seated on a swivel chair, peering 
at the heavens through a telescope. Undeterred, Kaag 
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great men are adjacent to the male Blood in question. 
At one point, he alludes to what he calls “a largely for-
gotten counternarrative: the Blood women.” But his 
only substantive contribution to that counternarrative is 
to present us with the charismatic women’s-rights advo-
cate Victoria Woodhull, who married Colonel James 
Harvey Blood, a veteran of the Union Army and a com-
mitted spiritualist. Kaag calls Woodhull “arguably the 
most famous and scandalous of the American Bloods,” 
and it’s perfectly obvious why he would want to adopt 
her: Extreme and mercurial, she’s an ideal embodiment 
of many divergent, unconventional responses to the 
trauma of the Civil War.

Victoria met James in St. Louis in the mid-1860s. 
Twenty-six years old and strikingly beautiful, she was 
working as a medium and a “spiritual physician” when 
James consulted her, seeking treatment for wounds 
su�ered in battle. She fell into a trance and announced 
that their destinies were linked. James liked the idea: 
Obeying the spirits, they left St. Louis and their 
spouses behind. The new marriage lasted barely a 
decade—but it was some decade. 

In New York, the soothsaying of this Blood-by-
marriage morphed into investment advice (lapped up 
by an aged Cornelius Vanderbilt), and Victoria made 
“an utter fortune from her wildness,” as Kaag puts 
it. She founded a brokerage house and a crusading 
weekly newspaper, and waged energetic campaigns 
for free love and equal rights. Kaag concedes that Vic-
toria’s “methods” as a healer and fortune teller “were 
fraudulent—which is to say too wild for belief.” He 
doesn’t try to make sense of her dishonesty, or con-
demn the blatant hypocrisy of her �nal incarnation: 
Having ditched James, she married a rich English 
banker, renouncing radicalism to secure for herself 
“the standing and success that women of previous gen-
erations could not have envisioned.” Kaag leaves it to 
the reader to connect her successive self-reinventions 
with the larger Blood narrative. 

Having  toured  this gallery of “untamed beasts” 
exhibiting so many di�erent shades of American wild-
ness, we might ask what wild means to Kaag himself. 
I’m not sure. But it’s clear that one important step in 
his quest to make space for the “contradictions and ten-
sions and paradoxes” of daily life has been coming to 
terms with Benjamin Blood, a promiscuously talented 
poet-philosopher. Benjamin’s rhapsodic mysticism, 
eccentricity, and primal vigor were particularly appeal-
ing to William James. �is Blood taught Kaag’s hero 
that “the secret of Being,” in James’s words, “is not the 
dark immensity beyond knowledge, but at home, this 
side, beneath the feet, and overlooked by knowledge.” 

A practical idealist, high-minded yet of the peo-
ple (he’s been called “a mystic of the commonplace”), 

�nds a way to �t him into his exploration of wildness 
by claiming that Perez had a “lasting and profound” 
friendship with �oreau and helped him “de�ne his 
conception of human freedom.” In the �rst sentence 
of “Walking” (an essay published in this magazine, 
posthumously, in 1862), �oreau associates wildness 
with “absolute freedom”—as distinct from “a free-
dom and culture merely civil.” According to Kaag, 
both Perez and �oreau freed themselves from “the 
tawdry distractions of modern life,” and the eccentric 
old stargazer inspired �oreau “to see the inner, noble 
form of a seemingly common man.”

�e resounding tumult returns with James Clinton 
Blood, a co-founder and the �rst mayor of Lawrence, 
Kansas, and a passing acquaintance of John Brown, 
whose gory attacks on militant pro-slavery settlers 
helped give “Bloody Kansas” its name. James had gone 
west as part of an abolitionist scheme to keep the terri-
tory from becoming a slave state, and acted as an agent 
and a scout, buying up land from Native tribes. He 
survived the Lawrence Massacre of 1863 (when Con-
federate guerrillas killed some 150 unarmed men and 
boys), and in the postwar decades “happily watched 
the frontier town civilize itself.”

James is meant to be representative of the many 
Bloods who participated in the settlement of the Ameri-
can West and who “came to understand the border as 
a paradoxical space, where the most vicious of beings 
could also be the most vulnerable.” I don’t know 
whom Kaag is referring to in that last clause or what 
he means. He’s keenly aware that we can’t contemplate 
“the bleeding of Kansas” unless we reckon with the 
calamitous war fought over the moral abomination of 
slavery and also the genocidal persecution of the Native 
population. In earlier chapters, he mentions a few of 
the enslaved people bought and sold by various 18th-
century Bloods, and here he describes the dismal fate 
of the Plains tribes who were cheated out of their land 
or driven o� or simply exterminated. We never learn, 
though, whether James’s land deals were made in good 
faith or how other untamed Bloods fared on the new 
frontier. �is seems the wrong moment to fudge: �e 
stories we tell about how, exactly, the Wild West civi-
lized itself color our ideas about who we are as a nation. 

A M E R I C A N  B LO O D S is not a panoramic intellectual his-
tory or even a conjoined narrative. Nor does Kaag sub-
stantiate the claim that the Bloods “circulated through 
each era, an animating force of American history, just 
below the surface.” Don’t let the fancy blood metaphor 
distract you: Heredity cannot plausibly account for 
the persistence of an ideology or a spirit over a span of 
centuries. Instead of telling an unbroken story, Kaag 
has assembled a series of portraits, some more engaging 
than others, the degree of interest determined by which 
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Benjamin was born in 1832 in upstate New York. Over 
the course of his 86 years, he was an inventor, a gambler, 
a gymnast, and a boxer, as well as a poet, metaphysician, 
and compulsive writer of letters to the editor—in short, 
the antithesis of a library-bound thinker. Dissatis�ed 
with philosophizing, he told James that he “felt com-
pelled to go into more active life,” to work 10 hours a 
day in a local mill. “I have worn out many styles,” he 
boasted, “and am cosmopolitan, liberal to others, and 
contented with myself.” His intellectual pursuits, Kaag 
writes, should be regarded “as an afterthought to action, 
the trace of a life lived as fully as possible.”

Deeply impressed by a self-published pamphlet, 
The Anaesthetic Revelation and the Gist of Philoso-

phy (1874), James struck up a correspondence with 
the author and eventually volunteered to try to make 
him famous. He kept his word: �e last essay he ever 
wrote, “A Pluralistic Mystic” (1910), is a hymn to 
Benjamin’s uncommon merit.

James directs our attention to a remarkable pas-
sage in which Benjamin explains that “the universe 
is wild—game �avored as a hawk’s wing.” Celebrat-
ing the contingent and the un�nished, Benjamin 
declares that “nature is miracle all. She knows no 
laws; the same returns not, save to bring the di¡er-
ent.” We can never fully grasp reality; our under-
standing, in Benjamin’s words, is “ever not quite.” Or 
as James himself insisted, uneasy about what seemed 
an oppressively bureaucratic and professionalized 
20th century, “�ere is no complete generalization, 
no total point of view.”

Kaag warmly welcomes the idea of the incomplete, 
of a cobbled-together and eternally un�nished world-
view; he �nds it frustrating but also encouraging. At 
the same time, he can’t resist imposing an overarching 
unity. Eager to wrap things up neatly, he claims that 
Benjamin Blood’s philosophy of open-ended, open-
hearted pluralism—and of active engagement in the 
wider world—somehow “silently guided the Blood 
family from its very inception.” And yet the thought 
of the whole crew, from �omas to Perez to Victoria, 
all wedded to a single ethos hardly sits well with Ben-
jamin’s belief that “the genius of being is whimsical 
rather than consistent.” 

What does this have to do with America? Kaag is 
telling us that wildness is with us always, yesterday and 
today, even the dangerous, corrupt, fraudulent varieties, 
but that bene�cent wildness makes room for explora-
tion, new ideas, new ways of being. A more perfect 
union is always possible—though ever not quite. 

Adam Begley is the author of  Updike as well as �e 
Great Nadar: The Man Behind the Camera and 

Houdini: �e Elusive American.

Rosa Alcalá’s fourth poetry collection, YOU, was published in April. Her  

work has received a Woodberry Poetry Room Creative Fellowship from Harvard  

and a Foundation for Contemporary Arts Grant to Artists Award.

When Nan Goldin Danced in Low-Life  

Go-Go Bars in Paterson, N.J.

By Rosa Alcalá

When Nan Goldin danced in low-life go-go bars in Paterson, N.J.,
I was a girl in Paterson, N.J., living next to a low-life go-go bar.

While men fed her tips and she tucked them into her bikini,
a �st hit an eye in a house in Paterson, like a �ash going o¡

in a dark kitchen. And in the corner, a girl stood watching.
In the go-go dance of memory, the woman who was the girl

cannot recall the �st reach the eye, but sees an arm blocking
a door. Nan Goldin took the bus back to New York, and the girl

sat next to her, not knowing she was an artist. �e girl looked
out the window and said, in each house a family, in each kitchen

a �st and an eye. Nan Goldin counted the tips to see how much �lm
she could buy. A friend dragged Nan Goldin from the apartment

that night. �e self-portrait of her bloodied eye saved her. �e girl’s 
brother told her years later: What you don’t remember is that

he gave her a black eye. She watches from a corner of her life 
the eye turn red, black, purple, green, yellow. Nan Goldin is the artist

who made art that saved the girl, and the girl will make an art 
of her life. She takes the bus from Paterson, N.J., to Nan Goldin’s

loft, and inserts a slide of the black eye into Nan Goldin’s 
projector. �e girl wishes her mother could be there, to see herself

larger than life on the screen. Nan Goldin danced go-go in Paterson 
so she wouldn’t have to take o¡ her top. �e memory is not a striptease

that ends with a blackened eye. �e girl slips it like a slide into the part 
memory won’t reveal, to complete the scene in which she is small and

cannot help her mother leave. Nan Goldin photographed herself to force 
the door open. She pushed through it. I pushed through it.
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Miranda July’s  
Weird Road Trip 

�e author’s midlife-crisis novel is full  

of estrangement, eroticism, and whimsy. 

By Jordan Kisner

Back when the word weird (or, in the spelling of the 
day, wyrd ) was �rst commonly used in English, it was 
not an adjective but a noun, and it functioned as a syn-
onym for fate. A person wasn’t weird; instead a person 
had a weird, which was theirs alone, determined by 
forces beyond control and understanding. Shakespeare’s 
“Weird Sisters” in Macbeth helped transform the word, 
linking its supernatural connotations with an aesthetic 
quality. �ose three crones know the future—they seem 
to know everything, standing astride the temporal and 
the miraculous as they do. In them, the old and the 
new weirds meet: �ey are creatures in touch with the 
workings of fate, but they are also inexplicable, creepy, 
queer, spooky, deviant from the norm. 

I have been thinking about this word and its over-
tones since reading All Fours, the second novel by the 
idiosyncratic interdisciplinary artist Miranda July, prob-
ably best known for her work as a �lmmaker. As I made 
my way through the book, I kept remarking to myself, 
and writing in the margins, “�is is so weird.” �at’s 
not a bad thing, in my personal lexicon, though in 
this instance I was registering a persistent feeling of 
ba�ement. July’s middle-aged protagonist—a “semi-
famous” artist known for her early multi-genre success 
(who, like July, has worked across �lm, writing, and 
performance)—consistently acted on instincts I didn’t 
understand and made choices I couldn’t imagine any-
one making. As a narrator, she was not just unreliable 
but unpredictable, unsettling, shimmeringly strange. 

�is unnamed narrator—who, being a wry Los 
Angeles creative type, enjoys half-mockingly noting 
that she is a minor celebrity—is perplexing even to 
herself. Stalled out in her art practice and dissatis�ed 
in her marriage (stable, loving, stale) to a music pro-
ducer, she decides to drive to New York, leaving him 
and their young child behind for three weeks. She 
conceives the trip ostensibly to prove a point. At a 
party, her husband o�handedly suggests that people 
fall into two personality types: Drivers and Parkers. 
Drivers can immerse themselves in the ongoingness 
of life; they enjoy time with their children and pets; 
they’re good on road trips because they’re present and 
steady. Parkers “need a discrete task that seems impos-
sible, something that takes every bit of focus and for 
which they might receive applause,” or they lapse into 
boredom and disappointment. �e artist feels that 
she is being pegged as a Parker, and undertakes this 
road trip, she tells herself, to “�nally become the sort 
of chill, grounded woman I’d always wanted to be.” 
�at this is overly literal and somewhat illogical— 
leaving your family for three weeks doesn’t suggest 
a willingness to be present in daily ongoingness and 
child-rearing—doesn’t occur to her. 

But even the artist is aware that this classic plot—
a combination of the American road trip and the 
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Is July 

presenting this 

as an earnest 

hero’s journey 

or as a self-

skewering satire 

of a free spirit 

in her mid-40s 

who does 

erratic things?

midlife crisis, both clichéd subgenres of the quest nar-
rative— is the kind of trope that she typically wouldn’t 
bother with. Naturally, the road trip, and by extension 
the novel, goes sideways immediately. July herself has 
never been given to making chill, grounded art. 

�e narrator hasn’t gotten an hour away from her 
house before she makes eye contact with a young man 
at a gas station in Monrovia. A few minutes later, 
they run into each other at a nearby restaurant, and 
as they talk, he mentions that he works at Hertz and 
that he and his interior-decorator wife are trying to 
save $20,000 as a “nest egg.” For no discernible reason, 
the narrator proceeds to drive �rst to one of his Hertz 
locations and then to a dingy motel, where she rents 
a room. Soon after, she commissions the wife (with-
out mentioning her encounter with the husband) to 
redecorate the motel room to look like a room at 
Le Bristol hotel, in Paris, for a fee of $20,000.

Is she stalking the Hertz guy, nearly 15 years her 
junior? Is this an art project? Whether July is presenting 
this as an earnest hero’s journey or as a self-skewering 
satire of the free spirit who does erratic things upon 
hitting her mid-40s and calls it art isn’t clear. �at 
may sound like a huge �aw in the novel, and it does 
sometimes feel like a glitch, yet the ambiguity about 
what July and her narrator are up to makes the novel 
as intriguing as it is frustrating. July thwarts the reader’s 
instinct to decipher whether this is a narrative about 
miraculous fate or one about an odd character’s mun-
dane sexual and hormonal odyssey. Instead, she writes 
as though there’s no di�erence.

I ’m  n ot  the �rst to be cheerfully confounded by 
July’s oeuvre, which amounts to a multipronged inves-
tigation of alienation from what the world sees as 
“normal.” Critics have often dismissively described 
her enterprise as “twee,” likely because she is fash-
ionable and somewhat a�ectless, and her work fea-
tures West Coast oddballs who blend quirkiness and 
borderline erotic perversity. Stylistically, she rides the 
line between deadpan humor and earnest absurdity. 
To take a representative example, in the �rst of her 
three feature-length �lms, Me and You and Everyone 

We Know (2005), a young video artist (played by July) 
�xates on a man whose wife has left him, and who 
recently set one of his hands on �re in an ill-conceived 
stunt to impress their children; secondary plotlines 
involve a middle-aged man leaving sexually explicit 
messages for two teen girls, and a woman planning 
to meet an internet stranger in the park after being 
titillated by his suggestion that they “poop back and 
forth” forever.

All of her projects, which revolve around a sort of 
randomness and mystery, probe shame and estrange-
ment, but with a tonal lightness. “Who really knows 

why anyone does anything?” the narrator of All Fours

remarks before she embarks on her zany motel- 
redecoration project. “Nobody knows what’s going 
on. We are thrown across our lives by winds that 
started blowing millions of years ago.” �is aimless-
ness, her attunement to randomness, is entwined 
with her creativity. Yet as she keeps ri¢ng, the nar-
rator drifts toward a formulation of her experiment 
that’s more speci�c and ennobled, borrowing from 
feminist politics. 

What kind of monster makes a big show of going 

away and then hides out right nearby? 

But this was no good, this line of thought. �is 

was the thinking that had kept every woman from 

her greatness. �ere did not have to be an answer to 

the question why; everything important started out 

mysterious and this mystery was like a great sea you 

had to be brave enough to cross. How many times 

had I turned back at the �rst ripple of self-doubt? 

You had to withstand a profound sense of wrong-

ness if you ever wanted to get somewhere new. So 

far each thing I had done in Monrovia was guided 

by a version of me that had never been in charge 

before. A nitwit? A madwoman? Probably. But my 

more seasoned parts just had to be patient, hold their 

tongues—their many and sharp tongues—and give 

this new girl a chance.

�e appearance of the word monster comes as 
no surprise here. �e female artist who does battle 
with what Virginia Woolf called “the Angel in the 
House” and leaves home to accomplish something 
inscrutable to her family and society at large still 
seems obligated to reckon with whether this act is 
horri�c. As the critic Lauren Elkin observes in her 
recent book, Art Monsters, the impulse to demonize 
women who refuse domesticity in favor of creative 
exploration goes back hundreds of years (at least). 
So does the female artist’s own willingness to wonder 
whether her impulses are reprehensible. 

July’s artist is consciously pushing back against 
this legacy here—she will not be kept from her 
greatness!— while July herself seems also to be 
lightly ridiculing the way her character’s politically 
enlightened logic is leading her into a foolish, per-
haps unjusti�able set of actions. Her ghost self trav-
els onward—she keeps track of where she should 
be, dutifully reporting home about the sights she 
isn’t seeing—while she remains installed in a Louis 
XIV–style motel room, where she is not busy mak-
ing great art. Instead, she is masturbating furiously, 
overwhelmed with desire for a married stranger. 
�is behavior is not monstrous, but it is wayward— 
weyward being an early spelling of weird. 
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Except that in a sense, it isn’t weyward at all: �e 
narrator’s behavior (her erraticism, even her eroti-
cism) is right on schedule. She has entered perimeno-
pause, when estrogen levels begin to zigzag. �is 
Rum springa of hers is less about artistic evolution 
than the bewilderments of hormonal �ux and (in her 
case) the problem of �tting wild, outsize desire into a 
life of monogamy, heterosexuality, and parenthood. 
Her yearnings converge: She wants to become more 
embodied, more honest and self-accepting, and cre-
atively free—a state that she doesn’t entirely believe 
is possible. Her sexual awakening, experienced just 
as she’s learning that she’s likely nearing the end of 
her high-libido years, is ba�ing, transcendent, and 
abject. “�is kind of desire made a wound you just 
had to carry with you for the rest of your life. But 
this was still better than never knowing.” 

Continuing her old life now seems unbear-
able; leaving it behind is unthinkable. Whether as 
a woman, a wife, or an artist, July’s narrator has 
never, as yet, been an integrated person, believing 
instead in selectively presenting others with di�er-
ent selves, “each real, each with di�erent needs.” For 
her, “the only dangerous lie was one that asked me 
to compress myself down into a single convenient 
entity that one person could understand.” And yet 
she still dreams of intimacy, of having a self that can 
be wholly expressed and held by another. “One �ne 
day I would tell him all about me,” she fantasizes, 
thinking of her husband, “and this trip would be 
one of my stories. We would be holding each other 
in bed, saying everything, laughing and crying and 
being amazed at all the things we didn’t know about 
each other, the Great Reveal.”

T h e  p e r i m e n o pa u s a l  plotline—easily dis-
missed as niche and sentimental, unlike its cousin, 
the plotline of male midlife crisis—may in fact be 
the perfect form for July, who turns it into some-
thing appropriately whimsical and stark. She writes 
this hormonal crucible so well in part because she 
seems already positioned to capture precisely how 
heightened, bizarre, o�-putting, confusing, absurd 
it is; these elements are the hallmarks of her style. 
In this context, the tone that might have been dis-
missed as irony or caprice in earlier work takes on 
a kind of embodied, material plausibility: “I was a 
throbbing, amorphous ball of light trying to get my 
head around a motherly, wifely human form,” the 
narrator reports with true desperation after return-
ing home. What she has found in Monrovia may be 
weird, but it is also her weird—transgressiveness in 
search of honest intimacy, performative selfhood in 
search of authentic freedom. If this truest, weirdest 
self cannot be contained in the family structure or 

the social world that she occupies, perhaps breaking 
that structure counts as creative liberation.

Perimenopause, as the narrator experiences it, is a 
profound betrayal in that it begins transporting her 
into crone-hood without her consent, before she is 
ready. At the same time, the crone, the weird sister, is 
a�orded proximity to the transporting, the repugnant, 
the queer, the prophetic. �is is good for art, or it can 
be. In one climactic scene of the book—a sort of sym-
bolic consummation with her future self—the artist 
has sex with an older woman with a connection to 
the Hertz attendant. “Her skin was beginning to thin 
with age, like a banana’s, but instead of being gross 
it felt incredible, velvety warm water. Well, knock me 

over with a feather, I thought.” After the encounter, 
in an epiphanic haze, she feels certain that promiscu-
ity is the secret to life. �is mania, as July renders it, 
is both completely earnest and totally laughable—a 
trademark tension in July’s work since her 20s.

Later, her narrator mulls: 

I felt untethered from my age and femininity and thus 

swimming in great new swaths of freedom and time. 

One might shift again and again like this, through 

intimacies, and not outpace oldness exactly, but match 

its weirdness, its �agrant speci�city, with one’s own. 

Here, �nally, she arrives at something that looks like 
a viable future, though after her return home from 
Monrovia, the book loses the fevered outlandishness 
that July achieves at its apex. �e back half of the 
novel depends largely on an experiment with poly-
amory, presented as edgy, but an angsty middle-aged 
artist curing her ennui with an escapist lesbian a�air 
is hardly radical. �is delivers its share of tragicomic 
setbacks—and a banal, if true, realization that “the 
point was to keep going without a comprehensible 
end in sight.” 

In Art Monsters, Elkin quotes an essay in which 
Woolf characterizes the two primary obstacles in 
her writing life: “�e �rst—killing the Angel in the 
House—I think I solved. She died. But the second, 
telling the truth about my own experiences as a body, 
I do not think I solved. I doubt that any woman has 
solved it yet.” July frantically disassembles Woolf ’s 
Angel in All Fours, without quite solving Woolf ’s sec-
ond challenge. (Has anyone?) Yet her entry into the 
canon of attempts to capture that truth, in all its �a-
grant speci�city, is one only she could have produced: 
fascinating, jarringly funny, sometimes repellent, and 
strangely powerful. 

Jordan Kisner is the author of  �in Places: Essays From 
In Between.
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The Long Haul
By Ryan Prior

How survivors of the COVID-19 pandemic battling long-

term disabling conditions are fighting for recognition and 

research—and helping to transform healthcare for many 

overlooked diseases.

Get Off My Neck
By Debbie Hines

A deeply revealing exposé of the American prosecutorial 

system and its historic and present racial inequities—and 
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Hypochondria Never Dies

�e diagnosis is o�cially gone,  

but health anxiety is everywhere.

By Meghan O’Rourke

At breakfast the other week, I noticed a bulging lump on my son’s neck. 
Within minutes of anxious Googling, I’d convinced myself that he had a 
serious undiagnosed medical condition—and the more I looked, the more 
apprehensive I got. Was it internal jugular phlebectasia, which might require 
surgery? Or a sign of lymphoma, which my father had been diagnosed with 
before he died? A few hours and a visit to the pediatrician later, I returned 
home with my tired child in tow, embarrassed but also relieved: �e “prob-
lem” was just a benignly protuberant jugular vein. 

My experience was hardly unique. We live in an era of mounting health 
worries. �e ease of online medical self-diagnosis has given rise to what’s called 
cyberchondria: concern, fueled by consulting “Dr. Google,” that escalates into 
full-blown anxiety. Our medical system features ever more powerful technolo-
gies and proliferating routine preventive exams—scans that peer inside us, 
promising to help prolong our lives; blood tests that spot destructive in�amma-
tion; genetic screenings that assess our chances of developing disease. Intensive 
vigilance about our health has become the norm, simultaneously unsettling 
and reassuring. Many of us have experienced periods of worry before or after a 
mammogram or colonoscopy, or bouts of panic like mine about my son’s neck. 
For some, such interludes become consuming and destabilizing. Today, at least 
4 percent of Americans are known to be a�ected by what is now labeled “health 
anxiety,” and some estimates suggest that the prevalence is more like 12 percent.

And yet hypochondria, you may be surprised to learn, o�cially no lon-
ger exists. In 2013, the �fth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders, the so-called bible of psychiatric conditions, eliminated 
hypochondriasis. �e change re�ected an overdue need to reconceive a 
diagnosis that people found stigmatizing because it implied that hypochon-
driacs are neurotic malingerers whose symptoms aren’t “real.” �e DSM

introduced two distinct new diagnoses, illness anxiety disorder and somatic 
symptom dis order, both of which aim to be neutrally clinical descriptions 
of people with “extensive worries about health.” What di�erentiates them 
is the presence or absence of physical symptoms accompanying those fears.

But the e�orts to delineate the spectrum of health anxiety, however, fall 
short of clarifying the murky nature of hypochondria. �e ostensibly helpful 
terms are actually anything but that. Although we know more than ever before 
about the diseases and mental illnesses that a�ict us, the body’s most obdurate 
mysteries remain. Doctors and patients must navigate them together. �e only 
way to do so is by setting aside any impulse to moralize and by embracing 
uncertainty—the very thing that modern medicine is least equipped to do. 
�e abyss between patients’ subjective experience of symptoms and medicine’s 
desire for objectivity is hard to bridge, as the scholar Catherine Belling notes in 
A Condition of Doubt. �is is the space where hypochondria still lives.

T h e  t i m i n g  of the writer Caroline Crampton’s 
new book, A Body Made of Glass: A Cultural History of 

Hypochondria, couldn’t be better. What her belletristic 
account of hypochondria’s long and twisting lineage 
sometimes lacks in authoritative rigor, it makes up for 
in vivid evocations of being a patient. Her youthful 
experience with cancer and the anxiety she has su�ered 
ever since propel her undertaking: a tour that includes a 
sampling of evolving medical science about the condi-
tion, as well as literary re�ections (from, among others, 
John Donne, Molière, Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, 
and Philip Larkin) on the doubt and fear that are insep-
arable from life in a body that gets sick.

Hypochondria, as Crampton highlights, is not just 
a lay term for a tendency to worry about illness that 
isn’t there. It’s a diagnosis that has existed for hundreds 
of years. �e attendant symptoms and meanings have 
shifted continually, always in step with changing con-
ceptions of wellness and disease. In that sense, the his-
tory of hypochondria re�ects one constant: Each era’s 
ideas track its limited understanding of health, and 
demonstrate a desire for clarity about the body and ill-
ness that again and again proves elusive. Knowing this 
doesn’t stop Crampton from dreaming of a “de�nitive 
test for everything, including health anxiety itself.”

Hippocrates, known as the father of medicine, 
used the term hypochondrium in the fifth century 
B.C.E. to identify a physical location—the area 
beneath the ribs, where the spleen was known to lie. 
Hippocratic medicine held that health depended on a 
balance among four humors— blood, black bile, yel-
low bile, and phlegm—that a�ected both body and 
mind. An excess of black bile, thought to collect in 
the organs of the hypochondrium, where many people 
experienced unpleasant digestive symptoms, could 
also cause responses such as moodiness and sadness. 
�e term hypochondria thus came to be associated, as 
the humoral theory persisted into the Renaissance, 
not only with symptoms like an upset stomach but 
also with sluggishness, anxiety, and melancholy— a 
convergence of “two seemingly unrelated processes 
within the body: digestive function and emotional 
disorder,” as Crampton notes. 

By the 17th century, the notion of hypochondria 
as a fundamentally physical condition that also had 
mental symptoms had been �rmly established. In �e 

Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), the English writer and 
scholar Robert Burton described it as a subset of mel-
ancholia, noting a “splenetic hypochondriacal wind” 
accompanied by “sharp belchings” and “rumbling in the 
guts,” along with feeling “fearful, sad, suspicious”— an 
illness that, as he put it, “cruci�es the body and mind.” 
Physicians in the 18th century began to investigate 
hypochondria as a disorder of the recently discovered 
nervous system, accounting for symptoms not just in 
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the gut but in other parts of the body as well. According 
to this view, the cause wasn’t imbalanced humors but 
fatigue and debility of the nerves themselves. 

�e story of Charles Darwin, which Crampton tells 
in her book, illustrates the transition between the period 
when hypochondria was still seen primarily as a physi-
cal disease and the period when it began to look like a 
primarily psychological condition. Darwin, who was 
born in 1809, su�ered from intense headaches, nausea, 
and gastric distress, as well as fatigue and anxiety, all of 
which he chronicled in a journal he called “�e Diary 
of Health.” Although various posthumous diagnoses 
of organic diseases have been proposed—including 

systemic lactose intolerance—Crampton observes 
that Darwin’s need to follow strict health regimens 
and work routines could be interpreted as a manifesta-
tion of undue worry. �is blurred line between intense 
(and possibly useful) self-scrutiny and mental disorder 
became a challenge for doctors and patients to address. 

A fundamental shift had taken place by the late 19th 
century, thanks to the emergence of views that went on 
to shape modern psychology, including the idea that, as 
Crampton puts it, “the mind … controlled the body’s 
experiences and sensations, not the other way around.” 
Distinguished by what the neurologist George Beard, 
in the 1880s, called “delusions,” hypochondria was 
re conceived as a mental illness: It was a psychological 
state of unwarranted concern with one’s health. 

In the 20th century, the prototypical hypochon-
driac became the kind of neurotic whom Woody 
Allen plays in Hannah and Her Sisters: someone 
who obsessively thinks they are sick when they’re not. 
Freud’s view that unexplained physical symptoms can 
be the body’s expression of inner con�ict— meaning 
that those symptoms could be entirely psychological 
in origin— played an in�uential role. �e idea that 
stress or anguish could manifest as bodily distress, in a 
process that came to be called “somatization,” spread. 
So did 20th- century medicine’s new capacity to test 
for and rule out speci�c conditions. Consider Allen’s 
character in that �lm, fretting about a brain tumor, 
only to have his worries assuaged by a brain scan. 
�is newly psychologized anxiety, juxtaposed with 
medical science’s objective �ndings, helped solidify 
the modern image of the hypochondriac as a comedic 
�gure, easily caricatured as a neurotic who could, and 
should, just “snap out of it.” 

U n l i k e  s o m e  other forms of anxiety, health 
worries are a problem that neither better labels nor 
improved treatments can hope to completely ban-
ish. Hypochondria, the writer Brian Dillon point-
edly notes in his �e Hypochondriacs: Nine Tormented 

Lives, ultimately “makes dupes of us all, because 
life, or rather death, will have the last laugh.” In 
the meantime, we doubt, wait, anticipate, and try 
to identify: Is that stabbing headache a passing dis-
comfort, or a sign of disease? Our bodies are subject 
to �uctuations, as the medical science of di�erent 
eras has understood— and as today’s doctors under-
score. �e trick is to pay enough attention to those 
changes to catch problems without being devoured 
by the anxiety born of paying too much attention.

In retrospect, Crampton, as a high-school student 
in England, wasn’t anxious enough, overlooking for 
months a tennis-ball-size lump above her collarbone 
that turned out to be the result of Hodgkin’s lym-
phoma, a blood cancer. Her doctor told her she had 

The symptoms 

and meanings  

of hypochondria 

have shifted 

continually, 

always in step 

with changing 

conceptions  

of wellness  

and disease. 
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of the labels won’t improve the clinical care of patients 
su�ering from “high levels of health anxiety.” 

“Hypochondria only has questions, never answers, 
and that makes us perpetually uneasy,” Crampton 
writes. Still, she �nds that she almost mourns the old 
term. Its imperfections fit her messy experience of 
anxiety— and help her describe it to herself and doctors, 
giving “edges to a feeling of uncertainty” that she �nds 
overwhelming. But her position, she acknowledges, is a 
privileged one: As a former adolescent cancer patient, 
she gets care when she seeks it, and doesn’t really have 
to worry about being stigmatized by doctors or friends. 

Crampton’s concerns and her experience, that is, 
are legible to the medical system—to all of us. But 
that is not true for the millions of patients (many 
of them young women) suffering from fatigue or 
brain fog who struggle to get doctors to take their 
symptoms seriously, and turn out to have a condition 
such as myalgic encephalomyelitis/chronic fatigue 
syndrome or an autoimmune disease. �ey, too, are 
pulled into the story of hypochondria—yet the DSM ’s 
labels largely fail to solve the problem these patients 
encounter: In the long shadow of Freud, we are still 
given to assuming that what clinicians call “medically 
unexplained symptoms” are psychological in origin. 
Fifteen-minute appointments in which doctors often 
re�exively dismiss such symptoms as indicators of 
anxiety don’t help. How can doctors usefully listen 
without time—or medical training that emphasizes 
the bounds of their own knowledge? 

�is omission is the real problem with the DSM ’s 
revision: It pretends to have clarity we still don’t have, 
decisively categorizing patients rather than scrutiniz-
ing medicine’s limitations. �e challenge remains: 
Even as evidence-based medicine laudably strives to 
nail down de�nitions and make ever-�ner classi�ca-
tions, patients and practitioners alike need to recog-
nize the existential uncertainty at the core of health 
anxiety. Only then will everyone who su�ers from it 
be taken seriously. After all, in an era of pandemics 
and Dr. Google, what used to be called hypochondria 
is more understandable than ever. 

Someday we might have the longed-for “de�nitive 
test” or a better set of labels, but right now we must 
acknowledge all that we still don’t know—a condition 
that literature, rather than medicine, diagnoses best. 
As John Donne memorably wrote, in the throes of an 
unknown illness, now suspected to have been typhus, 
“Variable, and therefore miserable condition of man! �is 
minute I was well, and am ill, this minute.” 

Meghan O’Rourke is the editor of  �e Yale Review and 

the author, most recently, of  �e Invisible Kingdom: 
Reimagining Chronic Illness. 

a signi�cant chance that treatment would leave her 
cancer-free. After chemo, radiation, one relapse, and 
a stem-cell transplant, she got better. But the expe-
rience left her hypervigilant about her body, anxious 
that she might miss a recurrence. As she re�ects, “it 
took being cured of a life-threatening illness for me to 
become �xated on the idea that I might be sick.” Her 
conscientious self-monitoring gave way to panicked 
visits to urgent care and doctors’ o¤ces, seeking relief 
from the thought that she was experiencing a telltale 
symptom—a behavior that she feels guilty about as a 
user of England’s overstretched National Health Ser-
vice. “At some point,” she writes, “my responsible cancer 
survivor behavior had morphed into something else.” 

What Crampton was su�ering from— the “some-
thing else”— seems to be what the DSM now labels 
“illness anxiety disorder,” an “excessive” preoccupation 
with health that is not marked by intense physical 
symptoms. It applies both to people who are anxious 
without apparent cause or symptoms and to people 
like Crampton, who have survived a serious disease 
that might recur and are understandably, but debili-
tatingly, apprehensive.

It can be hard to distinguish this term, Crampton 
�nds, from the DSM ’s other one, somatic symptom 
disorder, which describes a disproportionate pre-
occupation that is accompanied by persistent physical 
symptoms. It applies to people who catastrophize—the 
person with heartburn who grows convinced that she 
has heart disease—as well as those with a serious disease 
who �xate, to their detriment, on their condition. �e 
de�nition makes a point of endorsing the validity of 
a patient’s symptoms, whatever the cause may be; in 
this, it embodies a 21st-century spirit of nonjudgmental 
acceptance. Yet because it is a diagnosis of a mental “dis-
order,” it inevitably involves assessments—of, among 
other things, what counts as “excessive” anxiety; evalu-
ations like these can be anything but clear-cut. Medi-
cine’s distant and not so distant past—when multiple 
sclerosis was often misdiagnosed as hysteria, and cases 
of long COVID were dismissed as instances of pan-
demic anxiety—o�ers a caution against con�dently 
di�erentiating between psychological pathology and 
poorly understood illness. 

In Crampton’s view, the DSM ’s revision has turned 
out to be “an extensive exercise in obfuscation.” Some 
physicians and researchers agree that the categories nei-
ther lump nor split groups of patients reliably or help-
fully. A 2013 critique argued that somatic symptom 
disorder would pick up patients with “chronic pain 
conditions [and] patients worrying about the prognosis 
of a serious medical condition (e.g., diabetes, cancer),” 
not to mention people with undiagnosed diseases. A 
2016 study failed to provide “empirical evidence for the 
validity of the new diagnoses,” concluding that the use 
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After Potter

How Daniel  

Radcliffe outran his  

most famous role 

By Chris Heath

On August 23, 2000, 

after an extensive 

search and a months-

long rumble of media 

speculation, a press 

conference was held 

in London. �ere, the 

actor who’d been chosen 

to play Harry Potter 

in the �rst movie adap-

tation of J. K. Rowling’s 

best-selling novels was 

unveiled, alongside the 

�lm’s other two child 

leads. According to the 

on-screen caption in 

the BBC’s coverage of 
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the event, this 11-year-old’s name was 
“Daniel Radford.”

Until the previous year, Daniel Rad-
cliffe, as he was actually known, hadn’t 
had any acting experience whatsoever, 
aside from brie y playing a monkey in a 
school play when he was about 6. When 
he’d auditioned for a British TV adapta-
tion of David Copper�eld, it was less out 
of great hope or ambition than because 
he’d been having a rough time at school 
and his parents (his father was a literary 
agent; his mother, a casting agent) thought 
that the experience of auditioning might 
boost his con�dence. For an hour or two, 
the idea went, he’d get to see a world that  
none of his classmates 
had seen. Instead, he 
found himself cast as 
the young Copper-
�eld, acting opposite 
Maggie Smith and 
Bob Hoskins. And 
now this.

At the press con-
ference, wearing the 
round glasses that 
his character needed 
but he did not, Rad-
cliffe explained with 
evident nerves how 
he had cried when 
he’d heard the news. 
(He had been in the 
bath at the time.) �e 
answer that seemed 
to charm everyone 
was when he allowed, 
hesitantly, “I think I’m a tiny, tiny bit like 
Harry because I’d like to have an owl.”  
Asked how he felt about becoming famous, 
he replied, “It’ll be cool.”

If those words channeled the innocence 
of youth, a boy blessedly oblivious to all that 
would soon be projected upon him, such 
obliviousness wouldn’t last very long. Less 
than a day, in fact. �e following morn-
ing, an article appeared in the Daily Mail : 
“Harry Potter Beware!” Its notional author 
was Jack Wild, a former child star who had 
played the teenage lead in the 1968 movie-
musical Oliver before his life and career were 
derailed by alcoholism and �nancial mis-
haps. �e article’s closing lines, addressed to 
Radcli�e, were: “And, above all, enjoy fame 

and fortune while they last, for they can 
be �ckle. I know, I learned the hard way.”

There would be plenty more like 
this. Radcliffe’s other professional role, 
between David Copper�eld and the �rst 
Harry Potter �lm, had been a smallish part 
in a John Boorman movie, �e Tailor of 

Panama. When Boorman was asked about 
what the young actor was now doing, his 
answer was at best unguarded. “I think it’s 
a terrible fate for a ten-year-old child,” he 
said. “He’s a very nice kid, I’m very fond 
of him … I was astonished that he was 
going to spend the next four years or so 
doing Harry Potter, it’s really saying fare-
well to your childhood isn’t it?” Boorman’s  

conclusion: “He’s always going to be 
Harry Potter, I mean what a prospect.”

“I remember being a little upset about 
that,” Radcli�e says now. “Just the phrase 
terrible fate …” As his time playing Harry 
Potter progressed—as one film turned 
into two, then ultimately eight, and as 
four years stretched into 10—Radcli�e 
became accustomed to endless iterations 
of this narrative. “�ere was a constant 
kind of drumbeat,” he recalls, “of ‘Are you 
all going to be screwed up by this?’ ”

From early on, Radcli�e was aware of 
two competing drumbeats—two inevi-
table destinies, usually somehow inter-
twined, that were being predicted for him: 
“ ‘You’re going to be fucked up’ and ‘You’re 

not going to have a career.’ ” He decided 
that he would do everything he possibly 
could to defy both.

“Looking back,” Radcli�e says—and 
he is o�ering these words at the age of 34, 
backstage at the Broadway theater where 
he is co-starring in the Stephen Sondheim 
musical Merrily We Roll Along—“I’m quite 
impressed with 13-, 14-year-old me’s reac-
tion to those things. To really, actually use 
them. To internally be going: Fuck you, I’m 

going to prove that wrong.”

When success  comes so young, even 
the person at its center can wonder exactly 
what it is that they have for all this to hap-

pen. Radcliffe says 
he’s fascinated that, 
among the �rst four 
roles he played, three 
of them are orphans: 
David Copperfield, 
Harry Potter, and a 
boy called Maps, who 
lives in an orphanage 
in a 2007 Austra-
lian coming-of-age 
story called Decem-

ber Boys. Even now, 
Radcli�e is not sure 
why this might have 
been. “I’ve had, in 
many ways, the most 
stable home life a per-
son can imagine,” he 
says. His actual par-
ents are “an incred-
ibly loving couple.” 

But no matter—when people looked at 
him through a camera lens, they appar-
ently saw something. Something he wasn’t 
aware was there.

Chris Columbus is the director who 
cast Radcli�e as Harry Potter. “I remember 
having long discussions with Jo Rowling,” 
Columbus told me, “and one of the words 
that continuously came up about who Harry 
should be was haunted. Harry had to have 
a haunted quality.” Columbus described 
how, quite by chance, he turned on the TV 
in his hotel room at the end of a long day’s 
preproduction and stumbled across David 

Copper�eld. He saw Radcli�e for the �rst 
time, and there it was: “that haunted quality 
on-screen.” Columbus wanted to meet him.

Left: Radcli�e as a child. Right: Radcli�e and the director Chris  

Columbus, who cast him as Harry Potter, in 2000.
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Radcli�e knows that this is the story. 
He says that he always had a good imagi-
nation, and that, as an only child, he spent 
plenty of time within it. “But the idea of 
me having this sort of haunted quality 
or this darkness inside, I de�nitely don’t 
think I did when I was a kid,” he says. 
He’s grateful, of course, that this is what 
people perceived, but he hypothesizes that 
it might all have been an auspicious quirk 
of biology. “I’ve always said, ‘I’ve just got 
big eyes,’ ” he tells me. “I think that’s a ton 
of the reason for my success.”

Columbus insists otherwise. He points 
out that he saw 800 to 1,000 boys, in per-
son or on video. After watching Radcli�e’s 
screen test—“�is was a complex kid, even 
back then”—Columbus, Rowling, and the 
producer David Heyman believed they’d 
�nally found the actor they needed. Prob-
lem was, the studio disagreed. “�ey were 
pushing for this other kid who I felt just 
was a typical sort of Hollywood kid, even 
though he was from the U.K.,” Columbus 
said. “And his acting wasn’t naturalistic or 
believable. We just fought and fought for 
Dan.” When I mentioned Radcli�e’s theory 
about his eyes, Columbus dismissed it out 
of hand. “Ironically, the kid with the bigger 
eyes was the one the studio was �ghting for 
at the time,” he said. “�is kid had big eyes, 
but he had absolutely zero complexity.”

Radcli�e’s original screen test is now 
online, and it makes for fascinating view-
ing. First he banters convincingly with 
Columbus, who is off camera, about 
dragon eggs, and then they transition to 
a much darker, heavier scene, in which 
Radcli�e must say things like “If you heard 
your mum screaming like that, just about 
to be killed, you wouldn’t forget in a hurry.” 
He manages all of it with a remarkable, 
unshowy, charming intensity. Radcliffe 
himself watched the audition for the �rst 
time a couple of years back, and even he 
noticed something in it. “I cringe whenever 
I watch any of my early acting,” he says. 
“But the thing I did see when I watched 
that was, Oh, I’m very good at being still.”

I n  t h e  e a r ly  days of his new Harry 

Potter life, Radcli�e was largely sequestered 
from the public. �e �lms would shoot 
through most of the year, and even before 
falling in love with acting, Radcli�e fell in 

love with being on a �lm set, and with the 
people he was surrounded by, particularly 
the crew. He’s often noted that one thing 
he’s grateful for, which he thinks may be 
speci�c to British �lm culture, is that, how-
ever central the young actors’ roles may 
have been, they were treated as kids, rather 
than as child stars. 

David Holmes, who was Radcliffe’s 
stunt double for nine years, became one of 
his closest friends and the accessory to all 
kinds of tomfoolery. “Just two kids having 
fun,” Holmes, who is �ve years older than 
Radcli�e, told me. “I’d let him do all the 
things an insurance company wouldn’t let 
him do: jumping on trampolines, swinging 
around swords, jumping o� of the top of a 
Portakabin roof onto a crash mat.”

Radcli�e lived at home with his parents 
and attended school as much as he could, 
though more and more of his education 
came from tutors between breaks in �lm-
ing. Only intermittently would he find 
himself face-to-face with what all of this was 
coming to mean in the outside world, and 
how strange and uncomfortable it could be.

“I remember really well the physical 
feeling of the first film’s premiere,” he 
says. “You can tell a kid as much as you 
like, ‘�ere’s going to be tons of people 
there,’ and they did tell us, but getting 
out and feeling it, and feeling that noise 
hit you, and the kind of knowledge of, Oh, 

something is expected of me now. I remem-
ber looking at my hands and they were 
very still, but inside my body, it was like 
I could feel my whole body vibrating. I 
don’t know if you’ve ever hyperventilated, 
but it’s a similar feeling. When you’re just 
about to pass out, but don’t.”

�e apogee of this sensation came when 
he flew to Japan in December 2002, to 
promote the second �lm. “I think there 
was something with privacy laws at that 
point,” he says, “where you could just 
phone up the airline and say, ‘Is Daniel 
Radcli�e on this �ight?’ And they’d say 
yes.” Before he and his parents got o� the 
plane, a �ight attendant let them know 
that 100 security people were ready at the 
airport. �at seemed a bit much. It wasn’t. 
“It was 100 security barely managing to 
hold back 5,000 people,” he says. Fans, and 
press too. “I remember there was a woman 
cleaning the �oor, and she just got mowed 

down by this pack of photographers and 
journalists,” he says. Radcli�e mentions 
that he has long wanted to �nd footage 
of this melee. I wonder aloud how much 
the TV cameras would have been �lming 
the surrounding chaos, and how much just 
him. “At a certain point,” he responds, “me 
and the chaos became inseparable.”

Two snapshots from that day are stuck in 
Radcli�e’s mind. First, the moment, going 
through the crowd, when a toggle of his 
mother’s du¢e coat got caught on the but-
ton loop of another woman’s jacket. “And 
they just stood there,” he says, “having to 
free themselves from one another for a sec-
ond.” Next, when they �nally got in the car, 
the way his parents reacted: how they started 
laughing and said, “Wasn’t that crazy?” 
Looking back, he thinks that it was how 
his parents, and the other adults around 
him, set a tone at times like that—“�at was 
weird; let’s go to the hotel”—that helped 
make what might have been overwhelming 
into something that, for all its otherworldly 
strangeness, he could deal with.

It was around the third Harry Potter

�lm when Radcli�e realized that acting 
was what he wanted to do as a career. With 
that came more self-consciousness about 
his performances, and even though the 
�lms became more and more successful 
(cumulatively they would gross close to 
$8 billion), his satisfaction did not always 
grow in proportion. 

One period that stands out to him 
in particular was around the sixth �lm, 
Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. He 
had some ideas about how his character 
might be shut down from the trauma he’d 
su�ered— near the end of the �fth �lm, 
Harry witnesses the death of his godfather, 
Sirius Black, the closest �gure in his life 
to a parent—but looking back, Radcli�e 
�nds that what he did as a result is sti� 
and wooden. �is was compounded by 
standard teenage awkwardness: “I didn’t 
want my face to do anything weird. Like, 
I used to hate smiling on camera, because 
I hated my smile.”

At the end of January 2009, just before 
the seventh film was to begin shooting, 
his real world was shaken in a most bru-
tal way. His stunt double, Holmes, and 
another friend had just visited Radcli�e in 
New York. Upon his return to England, 
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Holmes started prepping for the forth-
coming shoot. While rehearsing what is 
known as a “jerk back” stunt, in which 
Harry would be seen �ying backwards after 
being attacked by a giant snake, something 
went wrong. Holmes’s body, propelled on 
pulley-rigged wires, rotated unexpectedly in 
midair, and when he hit a padded vertical 
wall as intended, he broke his neck. He was 
paralyzed from the waist down.

To begin with, Radcli�e struggled to 
process what had happened. “Even when 
you see him in bed in the hospital with 
all the tubes and stu� coming out of him, 
looking like he looks, your brain still goes, 
Well, you’re going to get better—they can 

do anything nowadays.” “It’s coming to 
the understanding,” he adds, “that some 
things cannot be helped.”

He and Holmes remain close—at one 
point Radcli�e tells me, “Dave’s story is 
kind of the biggest thing from Potter that 
has gone on having an e�ect in my life”—
and a few years ago, Holmes �nally agreed 
to Radcli�e’s suggestion that his story be 
told in a documentary. Radcli�e began 
shooting interviews with Holmes and 
others. �en he looked at what he had. 

“I don’t know why I thought that I 
would be able to direct a documentary,” 
he says. �e biggest issue, he says, “was 
how shit I was at being the interviewer.” 
He realized that when it came to speaking 
with Holmes or anyone else he was close 
to, “I found asking the really hard ques-
tions virtually impossible.” He stepped 
back, and their filmmaker friend Dan 
Hartley, who’d worked as a video opera-
tor for the Harry Potter movies, took over. 
(�e powerful result, David Holmes: �e 

Boy Who Lived, came out last fall.)
When I mentioned to Holmes what 

Radcli�e told me—about Radcli�e’s dif-
�culties in discussing the hardest stu�—
Holmes at �rst seemed to agree. But then 
he corrected himself.

“Actually, no,” he said. “In the lock-
down, we had a Zoom call once or twice a 
week. At the time, I was losing neurologi-
cal function on this arm”—Holmes indi-
cated his right side—“and my pain levels 
were going through the roof.” Because of 
COVID, Holmes said, the usual hospi-
tal resources weren’t available to him. He 
realized that Radcliffe “was one of the 

only people where I was like, ‘How does 
a quadriplegic without arms or legs kill 
himself without putting another person in 
some sort of trauma?’ �at’s a hard con-
versation to have. It’s not an easy thing to 
hear a human being say, but it’s a reality.” 
Radcli�e was someone he could discuss 
this with: “Logical, emotionally intelligent 
enough, and also had enough of a sense of 
‘I get it, Dave.’ ”

“Me and Dave go to very heavy places,” 
Radcli�e says. “Also, and there’s no way of 
reading this and not some people getting 
the wrong impression, but also there’s a 
huge amount of humor in those conversa-
tions where he’s devising essentially some 
kind of Rube Goldberg machine so that 
he can still be the person who does it.”

Radcliffe offers another example. “I 
remember one of the funniest voice mes-
sages I ever received was from him on safari 
in Africa, talking about what a brilliant time 
he was having. And also, how wonderful 
would it be to die at the horn of a rhinoc-
eros. He went into very graphic detail. So 
yeah, it’s dark, it’s weird, but these are the 
conversations you have with friends in 
really speci�c situations. Knowing Dave, 
it forces you to think about a lot of stu�.”

W h e n  R a d c l i f f e  e m e r g e d  from 
the Harry Potter chrysalis, he did not 
want to stop working. He knew that 
some things were immutable—“Harry 

Potter is going to be the �rst line of my 
obituary”— but if that was the context 
in which his life would now continue, it 
needn’t limit it. “I wanted to try as many 
di�erent things under my belt,” he says, 
“knowing that it was going to be the accu-
mulation of all of those things, rather than 
one thing, that would actually sort of tran-
sition me in people’s minds.”

A key moment he identi�es in his evo-
lution was Kill Your Darlings, a movie he 
made in 2012, the year after the �nal Harry 

Potter �lm was released, in which he plays 
a young Allen Ginsberg. It was directed by 
John Krokidas, who gave him an educa-
tion in ways to think about a script and 
his performance—one that Radcli�e, in his 
former life as a cog in a relentlessly focused 
franchise, had never had before. “I’d always 
just been: I learn my lines and I come to set 

and I follow my instincts.” 

When Krokidas asked him, “What’s 
your process?,” Radcliffe had to explain 
that he didn’t have one. So the director 
taught him. “Incredibly basic stu�,” Rad-
cli�e says. �ese were techniques that most 
actors would consider “Acting 101,” but it 
was all new to him: “It was just, like, break-
ing down a script by wants. So rather than 
thinking, I am going to try and e�ect this 

emotion, thinking, What am I trying to do 

to the other person in the scene?” In the �lm 
they made together, Radcli�e portrays the 
young poet in a persuasively natural way. 
If this was a product of what he had just 
learned, the lessons stuck quickly and well.

�ere were also other, more speci�c 
ways in which Krokidas’s direction was 
di�erent from what Radcli�e was used to. 
During a scene where Ginsberg is picked 
up in a bar and sleeps with a man for 
the �rst time—just a passing moment in 
the movie, although predictably it would 
later become a disproportionate part of 
the �lm’s public pro�le in a “Harry Pot-
ter has gay sex” kind of way—Radcli�e 
has recalled that Krokidas shouted at one 
point: “No! Kiss him! Fucking sex kiss-
ing!” As Radcli�e explained in an inter-
view ahead of the film’s release, “The 
things that directors have shouted to me 
in the past usually involve which way I 
have to look to see the dragon.”

�at �lm holds additional signi�cance 
for Radcli�e. In an earlier scene, Ginsberg 
meets a librarian at Columbia— they disap-
pear into the stacks, where she kneels down 
and fellates him. When Radcli�e’s infant 
son is older, Radcli�e acknowledges, “he’s 
going to �nd that �lm an awkward watch”; 
this scene is from the �rst few days when 
Radcli�e was getting to know his future 
partner, Erin Darke. Krokidas made Rad-
cli�e and Darke do an acting exercise in 
which they stood “a foot from each other, 
and made eye contact and said things that 
we found attractive about each other or said 
things that we liked about each other. And I 
was so immediately aware that I was going 
red because I was like, Oh God, there’s no 

way for this girl not to �nd out that I really 

like her in this moment.”
For a decade, he and Darke have kept 

a low pro�le. �ey have appeared on red 
carpets together only a handful of times. 
“I have learned so much from her about 
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my own boundaries,” he says. “Very occa-
sionally, people will come up to me in the 
street and be very weird or rude or some-
thing like that. And she has given me a 
sense over the years of: You don’t have to 

just be nice to everyone when they’re weird 

with you. She’s given me some sense of my 
own autonomy, I guess.”

I mention to him that I heard his and 
Darke’s rare joint appearance in 2021 on 
Love to See It With Emma and Claire, a 
podcast about reality dating shows. �e 
couple keenly engage in a 100-minute 
discussion of the most recent Bachelor in 

Paradise episodes. 
Radcli�e has a long-held a�ection for 

various strands of reality TV. He proceeds 
to explain the strange impromptu role he 
has occasionally played on the edges of that 
world. His friend Emma Gray, who co-
hosts the podcast, has an annual Christmas 
party, where Radcli�e sometimes runs into 
cast members from the Bachelor universe: 
“I always �nd them fascinating to talk to. 
I say I always want to do fame counseling 
with them, because I’m just like, ‘I’ve had a 
lot of practice at this now—you guys have 
just been shot out of a fucking cannon.’” 
He repeatedly �nds himself wanting to ask 
them, “How are you? Are you okay?”

B a c k s ta g e  at  New York’s Hudson 
�eatre, Radcli�e leads me into his small 
dressing room just up a metal gangway, 
stage left. As he does so, he politely o�ers 
a preemptive apology. “I might conduct 
a little of this interview with my trousers 
around my ankles, I’m afraid,” he says.

For the past four months, Radcliffe 
has been playing one of the three leads in 
Merrily We Roll Along, the famous Stephen 
Sondheim �op that is belatedly enjoying 
its �rst successful Broadway run. As he 
takes a seat, he lets his trousers fall. �is 
afternoon, when he stood up to leave the 
home he shares with Darke and their son, 
he realized that he’d somehow tweaked his 
knee. �at’s why he is now in his under-
wear, pressing an ice pack to it.

Radcliffe has been doing theater for 
half his life now, and onstage was where he 
made his �rst bold break from expectations. 
When he was 17, between the release of the 
fourth and �fth Harry Potter movies, it was 
announced that he would be appearing in 

London’s West End as the lead in a revival 
of the 1970s play Equus, playing a disturbed 
teenager with a predilection for mutilat-
ing horses by blinding them—a role that, 
among its many other tests, required him to 
be fully naked onstage for several minutes.

He wasn’t trying to shock; he was just 
trying to stretch the boundaries of who 
he might become. He’d been taking voice 
lessons for 18 months in preparation for 
the challenge of appearing onstage. When 
the reviews came in, their surprise showed. 
“Daniel Radcli�e brilliantly succeeds in 
throwing o� the mantle of Harry Potter, 
announcing himself as a thrilling stage 
actor of unexpected range and depth,” 
�e Daily Telegraph assessed. 

Since then, other theater roles have fol-
lowed, including in Martin McDonagh’s 

The Cripple of Inishmaan and Samuel 
Beckett’s Endgame, along with 10 months 
as the lead in a Broadway revival of the 
musical How to Succeed in Business With-

out Really Trying. And now Merrily, Sond-
heim’s told-backwards tale of three friends.

For Radcli�e, the role seems a natu-
ral �t. Although interviews he gave in his 
Harry Potter years tended to be punctuated 
with overexuberant declarations about ’70s 
punk albums and his latest indie-rock dis-
coveries, another world of song has always 
run through him. His parents, who met 
doing musical theater, used to play Sond-
heim productions while they were driv-
ing. It took Radcli�e years to understand 
that not all childhoods were like his in this 
respect. “I thought everyone listened to 

show tunes in the car,” he recently said. “I 
thought that was road-trip music.”

As he performs, you can see two kinds 
of delight—in sinking into the unshowy 
togetherness of an ensemble, and, now 
and again, in stepping forward and com-
manding all eyes in the theater to follow 
his every move and breath. 

Two days a week, Radcli�e has both a 
matinee and an evening show. One after-
noon, following a matinee, I find him 
in his dressing room chewing some beef 
jerky. He says that somebody asked him 
the other day what he does between shows: 
“I said, ‘I eat jerky and I sleep.’ ”

Even outside the demands of a two-
show day, his diet is somewhat unconven-
tional. He mostly doesn’t eat during the 
day and has one huge meal at night. “I 
�nd there’s, like, a switch in my brain that 
if I start doing something, I can’t turn it 
o�.” If he starts eating anything, he says, 
he’ll keep craving more. He is, he acknowl-
edges, prone to such habitual behaviors. 
“I’ve got a very addictive personality.” 

Emerging from his teens, Radcli�e did 
quietly skate a little too close to one part 
of the prophesized tragic-child-star narra-
tive he’d been hell-bent on avoiding. He 
started to drink, because it was something 
he thought he should become good at. “I 
had a really romanticized idea of all these 
old actors who were always on the piss, 
and there were all these stories about them 
and they were really funny,” he explains. 
Committed intoxication was also part of 
the British-movie-set world he loved. “I 
was like, I’ve got to be able to keep up with 

all these hardened �lm crews,” he says.
He took to it well enough, but that’s 

not to say he was good at it. He would 
black out all the time. “�ere’s so much 
dread that comes with that,” he says, 
“because life is a constant sense of What 

have I done? Who am I about to hear from?

I’d say it’s in the last few years that I’ve 
stopped getting some sense of internal 
panic whenever my phone rings.”

I ask him about something that had 
belatedly struck me: �e sixth Harry Pot-

ter movie, the one in which he’d said he 
doesn’t like his acting, was �lmed around 
this period. (It was released when he was 
19.) Is that a coincidence? Not entirely, 
he says. “I can’t watch that �lm without 

Radcli�e wasn’t  

trying to shock; 

he was just  

trying to stretch 

the boundaries 

of who he might 

become.
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being like, to myself, I look a bit, like, dead 

behind the eyes,” he says. “And I’m sure 
that’s a consequence of drinking.”

After a time, he realized that he needed 
to stop. Partly, he didn’t like the sense that 
he was ful�lling a trope expected of him—
“I was like, Oh God, I’ve become a real cliché 

of something here”—but mostly he wanted 
“to stop getting in trouble and feeling fear.” 

He also received some stern encour-
agement. “As a friend, I realized that he 
wasn’t really taking care of himself,” David 
Holmes told me. “One day when he came 
and visited the hospital, he just looked 
tired—bags under his eyes, skin wasn’t too 
good. And I’m lying there in a bed with a 
neck brace on with a feeding tube up my 
nose. Of course, Harry Potter’s on the ward, 
so we’ve got loads of attention, but we put 
the bed curtain around and I just said to 
him, ‘Look, mate, you’ve got to look after 
yourself with this. I’m not lying here the 
way I am watching you piss this away. So 
please know, if I could get up right now 
and give you a hiding, I fucking would.’ ”

Somehow, Radcliffe’s drinking had 
slipped under the radar of the British 
press, but after he �rst cleaned up—he later 
wobbled for a while, though he’s now been 
sober for more than a decade—he decided 
to share in an interview a little of what had 
been going on. Part of his rationale was 
inoculation—“something might come out 
about it anyway, so I wanted to try and get 
ahead of that”—but he also had a notion 
that closing the gap between reality and the 
perception of his life “would make me hap-
pier or feel less ill at ease in the world.” �at 
didn’t work as he’d hoped. “I learned that 
the more information you give,” he says, 
“it just raises more questions for people.” 
In the celebrity universe, the truth doesn’t 
always set you free. Sometimes it just feeds 
a relentless hunger for even more truth.

Radcliffe  moves  through many 
of our conversations like a whirlwind—“I 
know I talk at a million miles an hour and 
go o� on weird tangents or whatever,” he’ll 
note while doing exactly that—but on one 
particular subject, everything slows down. 
�ere are long pauses and pained sighs. He 
sees the sense in the questions, but it feels 
as though, deep down, he has little faith 
in the worth of answering them.

First, some context. Radcli�e has long 
been a public advocate for the Trevor Proj-
ect, an LGBTQ suicide-prevention hotline 
and crisis-intervention resource he was 
introduced to back in 2009, while per-
forming in Equus. He explains that, having 
grown up in his parents’ world, surrounded 
by their gay friends, it was ba�ing to dis-
cover the wider world’s prejudice; here, he 
saw a speci�c opportunity to help. “If there 
was any value in a famous straight young 
actor who was from this film series that 
could be useful in the �ght against people 
killing themselves, then I was just very keen 
to be a part of that,” he says. Along the way, 
he became aware of a particular symbiosis 
that he hadn’t anticipated: “I did have a 
realization of a connection to Harry Potter

and this stu�. A lot of people found some 
solace in those books and �lms who were 
dealing with feeling closeted or rejected by 
their family or living with a secret.”

�en, in June 2020, J. K. Rowling wrote 
a series of tweets that set o� a media hulla-
baloo. She began by sarcastically comment-
ing on an article that used the term people 

who menstruate, before doubling down in 
ways that many criticized as anti-trans. 

A few days later, Radcli�e issued a per-
sonal statement through the Trevor Proj-
ect. “I realize that certain press outlets will 
probably want to paint this as in-�ghting 
between J. K. Rowling and myself, but 
that is really not what this is about, nor is 
it what’s important right now,” he began, 
before moving on to say: “Trans gender 
women are women. Any statement to the 
contrary erases the identity and dignity of 
trans gender people and goes against all 
advice given by professional health care 
associations who have far more expertise 
on this subject matter than either Jo or I.” 

He expressed hope that readers’ experi-
ences with the Harry Potter books needn’t be 
tarnished by this, and argued that what peo-
ple may have found within those books— 
for instance, “if they taught you that strength 
is found in diversity, and that dogmatic 
ideas of pureness lead to the oppression of 
vulnerable groups”—remains between read-
ers and the books, “and it is sacred.”

“I’d worked with the Trevor Project for 
12 years and it would have seemed like, I 
don’t know, immense cowardice to me to 
not say something,” Radcli�e says when I 

raise this subject. “I wanted to try and help 
people that had been negatively a�ected 
by the comments,” he tells me. “And to 
say that if those are Jo’s views, then they 
are not the views of everybody associated 
with the Potter franchise.” 

Since those June 2020 tweets, Rowling 
has proclaimed, again and again, her belief 
in the importance of biological sex, and that 
the trans-rights movement seeks to under-
mine women as a protected class. Radcli�e L
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says he had no direct contact with Rowling 
throughout any of this. “It makes me really 
sad, ultimately,” he says, “because I do look 
at the person that I met, the times that we 
met, and the books that she wrote, and the 
world that she created, and all of that is to 
me so deeply empathic.” 

During the blowback, he was often 
thrown in together with his Harry Potter

co-stars Emma Watson and Rupert Grint, 
who both also expressed their support for 

the trans community in response to Rowl-
ing’s comments. In the British press par-
ticularly, he says, “�ere’s a version of ‘Are 
these three kids ungrateful brats?’ that 
people have always wanted to write, and 
they were �nally able to. So, good for them, 
I guess.” Never mind that he found the 
premise simply wrongheaded. “Jo, obvi-
ously Harry Potter would not have hap-
pened without her, so nothing in my life 
would have probably happened the way 

it is without that person. But that doesn’t 
mean that you owe the things you truly 
believe to someone else for your entire life.”

Radcliffe offered these carefully 
weighted re�ections in the early months 
of this year, before Rowling (who declined 
to comment for this article) newly person-
alized their disagreements. In the second 
week of April, Rowling wrote a series of 
posts on X in response to the publication 
of a British-government-funded report that 

Radcli�e at the Hudson �eatre, in New York
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notes, as just one of a wide-ranging series 
of �ndings, that “for the majority of young 
people, a medical pathway may not be the 
best way” to help young people “present-
ing with gender incongruence or distress”; 
Rowling touted this as vindication of her 
views. When one of her supporters replied 
on X that they were “just waiting for Dan 
and Emma to give you a very public apol-
ogy,” further suggesting that Radcli e and 
Watson would be safe in the knowledge that 
Rowling would forgive them, she leaped in: 
“Not safe, I’m afraid,” she wrote, and char-
acterized them as “celebs who cosied up to 
a movement intent on eroding women’s 
hard-won rights.” In response, Radcli e 
told me: “I will continue to support the 
rights of all LGBTQ people, and have no 
further comment than that.”

Radcl iffe  has  long  had a passion 
for word-crammed, tongue-twisting songs. 
Sometimes these have been rap songs—he 
says that he has mastered four or �ve Emi-
nem songs (“when ‘Rap God’ came out I 
was like, �is is my Everest ”), and in 2014, 
he improbably appeared on Jimmy Fallon’s 
Tonight Show to perform Blackalicious’s 
“Alphabet Aerobics” with the Roots. But at 
a young age, through his parents’ in�uence, 
he also picked up a sustained, much less 
fashionable passion for the works of Tom 
Lehrer. In 2010, on the British talk show 
�e Graham Norton Show, sitting on a sofa 
next to Colin Farrell and Rihanna, Rad-
cli e performed Lehrer’s “�e Elements,” 

in which the periodic table is rhythmically 
recited at great speed, for no obvious reason 
other than that he wanted to, and could.

A while afterward, a fellow Lehrer a�-
cionado came across the clip on YouTube. 
“I just thought at the time that was the 
nerdiest possible thing a person could 
do,” Al Yankovic told me. “That’s such 
an alpha-nerd thing to do. I thought we 
would get along very well.” Later, when 
Yankovic was looking for someone to 
play him in the 2022 movie Weird: �e 

Al Yankovic Story, his thoughts returned to 
Radcli e. “We needed to cast somebody 
that really understood comedy and appre-
ciated comedy, but also who could pull 
o  the part without winking. We wanted 
somebody that would treat this like it was 
a very serious Oscar-bait drama.”

That is one part of the backstory to 
Weird, Radcliffe’s most recent movie, 
which masquerades as a Yankovic biopic 
but is actually a savagely pinpoint parody of 
every other musical biopic, particularly in 
the ways it unscrupulously and ludicrously 
reshapes history into a series of vainglori-
ous fables about our hero. It was also an 
unlikely triumph, and Radcli e, who com-
mitted to a sincerity unru£ed by all that 
surrounds it, was nominated for an Emmy. 

Although Radcliffe makes clear that, 
post–Harry Potter, he’s not averse to big, 
mass-market movies—he recently played 
the villain in the action-adventure movie 
The Lost City, with Sandra Bullock and 
Channing Tatum, which made nearly 

$200 million—his �lmography is scattered 
with fascinatingly eclectic choices. 

Some of them are the kind of challenges 
you might expect an ambitious actor to take 
on—an FBI agent as an undercover white 
supremacist (Imperium), a South African 
political prisoner (Escape From Pretoria)—
and some of them are … stranger. In Horns, 
he plays a man with a murdered girlfriend 
who grows real horns. In Guns Akimbo, he 
wakes up to �nd that he has had guns surgi-
cally attached to both hands. By now, word 
has clearly spread that if you have a good 
role of compelling oddity, Daniel Radcli e 
might consider it.

�e �nest example of this is the 2016 
movie Swiss Army Man, written and directed 
by Daniel Kwan and Daniel Scheinert, bet-
ter known as the Daniels. When the Daniels 
approached Radcli e, long before the success 
of their 2022 movie, Everything Everywhere 

All at Once, they were two pop-music-video 
makers who had never done a full-length 
�lm, and the movie they proposed was a sur-
real, absurdist story about a suicidally lonely 
man who befriends a �atulent corpse. �ey 
wanted Radcli e to play the corpse.

Scheinert took me through the thought 
process that led to their approach: “We 
wanted someone who could sing, because 
it’s a little bit of a musical; someone with a 
weird sense of humor, because it’s a weird 
movie; and someone who didn’t feel like 
they needed to look beautiful all the time. 
Weirdly, there’s a lot of actors who are con-
cerned with their image.”

Radcli�e and Paul Dano in Swiss Army Man, 2016 Radcli�e in �e Lost City, 2022
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Much later, when Radcli�e was pro-
moting the �lm—a movie he would him-
self refer to, perhaps both in acknowl-
edgment and parody of some people’s 
reactions, as “the Daniel Radcli�e fart-
ing boner corpse movie”—he would be 
routinely asked how on earth the Daniels 
had persuaded him to get involved. But 
that was never an issue. From the moment 
he turned the script’s �rst few pages—in 
which Hank, played by Paul Dano, is dis-
tracted from killing himself by the sight of 
a corpse washing up onto his desert island, 
expelling air from its rear, and soon is rid-
ing the corpse across the ocean like a Jet 
Ski, propelled by the corpse’s farts—he was 
in. (�e “boner” part, by the way, comes 
later, when Hank learns that the corpse’s 
erections function as a compass.) 

For a movie with such a high-wire 
premise, Swiss Army Man does an impres-
sive job of �nding, within its absurdities 
and grotesqueness, something more. �e 
�lm plays out in a zone somewhere between 
reality and the hallucinations of broken, 
lonely people with good hearts. “I’ve real-
ized over the years,” Radcli�e says, “that if 
there’s a sweet spot to be found between 
deeply fucking weird and strange and 
almost unsettling, and kind of wholesome 

and earnest and very sincere, then that’s 
the stu� I really love doing.” Anything, he 
tells me, “that says something kind of lovely 
about human beings in spite of ourselves, 
in spite of how bad the world is.”

Radcl iffe  recognizes  that,  in 
making career decisions, he now faces an 
unusual predicament. From the Harry Pot-

ter �lms, he has banked more money than 
most actors will ever see in their lifetime, 
and there are no signs that he has been 
frittering it away. 

“I’m in a weird position where I don’t 
have to work,” he tells me. “Not to sound 
like an asshole about it—I’m sure people 
reading this will be like, ‘For fuck’s sake.’ ” 
His point is just that it’s di�cult to explain 
how he decides what he does and doesn’t 
do without acknowledging that one of the 
usual impetuses is absent. “I go to work,” 
he says, “because I love what I do.” 

“I think he’s one of those special cases 
where he started as a child and it actually 
is what he wanted to do and it’s how he’s 
wanted to spend his life,” Jonathan Gro�, 
his Merrily co-star, told me.

Merrily We Roll Along runs until July. 
After that, Radcli�e initially tells me, he 
is looking forward to appearing alongside 

Ethan Hawke in a �lm called Batso, about a 
true-life mountain-climbing feat in Yosem-
ite in the 1970s: “Any acting job where 
there’s some physical thing that goes along-
side it, I tend to really enjoy, just because 
I think it takes away self-consciousness.”

But then in April, several weeks after 
Batso is publicly announced, the project is 
put on hold. Radcli�e seems to take this, 
too, in his stride. He’d been planning a 
long break anyway, and now the chance 
will come sooner. “We’re just going to be a 
family for a bit,” he says, “and I’m very, very 
excited about that, to be honest.”

When the Potter movies ended, Radcli�e 
says, “I got to feeling like people were watch-
ing to see if we just �amed out or actually 
managed to go on to do something. And I 
didn’t know the answer at that moment, and 
not knowing the answer to that question 
made me feel like a bit of a fraud, I guess. I 
think I just carried that all around with me 
in a way that was just very present in my 
day-to-day life and thinking. In a way that 
it’s thankfully not as much now.” 

Chris Heath is a contributing writer for  

�e Atlantic.

Radcli�e as “Weird Al” Yankovic in Weird, 2022 Radcli�e with Jonathan Gro� and Lindsay Mendez, his co-stars  

in Merrily We Roll Along on Broadway, 2023 
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Warning: �is crossword puzzle starts easy, but gets devilishly  

hard as you descend into its depths. See which circle you can reach 

before you abandon all hope.

By Caleb  
Madison

AC R O S S

1 “____  the season to be jolly …”

4  Wet tool for a janitor

7 Fantasy creature sent to attack  

 the Fellowship of the Ring

8 Poem of praise

9 Not great, not terrible

10 “Plz save me from this  

 desert island”

11 Pre�x with -politan or -nome

13 Liter, meter, gallon, or gram

15 Beethoven opera originally  

 titled Leonore, or the Triumph  

 of Marital Love

19 In keeping with the  

 latest fashion

20 Church section whose  

 name comes from the Latin  

 for “ship”

21 As compared with

24 Charms

25 Comp. language often used  

 in web design

26 Body for a cruiser, perhaps

27 Hollywood heat, brie�y

29 Nesting types

32 O�cer and Laughing Girl artist

34 Anew

35 Points of no return?

36 Chain that boasts “the  

 best steak anywhere”

39 Used partially

40 It might be used to protect a �at

41 Model born Zara Mohamed  

 Abdulmajid

42 Maneki-neko �gure

43 Turning speed, brie�y

46 �ey’ll get a reaction out of you

48 Pop-up alternative

49 Like many 43-Down bridges 

50 �ey’re made for crushing

D OW N

1 Cruise of Top Gun

2 Wrath

3  John Jacob Jingleheimer ____   

 (person whose name,  

 coincidentally, is my name too)

4 �e majority

5 Emanation from an old sock

6 Mexican moolah

12 With 28-Down, punishment  

 that doesn’t stop

13 Its occupants might ask  

 you to take them to your  

 leader, brie�y

14 Little Birds writer Anaïs

16 Fall fall?

17 Ask from a host

18 Ukrainian home to the  

 Potemkin Stairs

21 First name of the �rst two  

 presidents of the Czech Republic

22 Refrain of revival

23 Breathe deep

28 See 12-Down

30 People who moved right after  

 the ’60s?

31 Extension important in jazz

33 Estrema destra del tricolore

36 Tricky place to buy things?

37 Japanese musical instrument  

 shaped like an eighth note

38 Tree lot?

43 Like 97 percent of America

44 Spirit possession?

45 Main support group?

47 Enter a new state, in a way
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