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T H E 
Behind the Cover: In this month’s cover  
story, “
e Anti-Social Century” (p. 26), Derek 

ompson explores how Americans came to  
spend so much time alone, and what that solitude  
means for our personalities, our politics, and  
even our relationship to reality. For the cover,  

the illustrator Max Guther created a series of �g-
ures engaged in solitary activities. Arrayed across 
an otherwise blank �eld, Guther’s �gures evoke a 
nation in which people have come to prefer their 
own company to that of others. 

— Liz Hart, Art Director

L e t t e r s

demands of global capitalism, 

the transition to a services-based 

economy, or the increasing value 

of symbolic thinking in those 

contexts? 
e world has changed 

in ways that reward a certain 

kind of intelligence. 
at may 

be good or bad, but it’s not pri-

marily the fault of a small num-

ber of elite schools—it’s true in 

every developed economy.

Andrew Bartholomew 
New York, N.Y.

It’s not utopian to imagine an 

American public-school system 

and society that recognize the 

skills and contributions of both 

the mechanic and the debater. 


ey do it in Europe: Set into 

the bronze plaques on London’s 

Tower Bridge are the names of 

a plater, a rivet boy, a cook. In 

America, such a prestigious 

public placement on an iconic 

structure would honor only big 

corporate donors. 

The people who pursue 

vocational education ought to 

be treated as a core constituency 

in arguments about the meritoc-

racy, not as afterthoughts. 

Sheela Clary 
West Stockbridge, Mass.

David Brooks is right that 

America is broken, but he 

points his �nger at the wrong 

culprit. Universities aren’t wrong 

to evaluate academic merit and 

select the students who will most 

bene�t from the education they 

o�er. 
e societal problem is 

an economic system that gives 

almost all of the benefits of 

growth to the already wealthy 

and not the working class. 
e 

economic elites are the real 

Families seeking to secure a 

spot at a top college must stra-

tegically position their child as 

a well-rounded applicant. 
ey 

choose extracurricular activi-

ties and write admissions essays 

that demonstrate empathy, curi-

osity, the ability to overcome 

hardship— all things that Brooks 

wishes these institutions would 

evaluate. 
is approach has fur-

ther advantaged families with 

the financial means to afford 

educational consultants, private 

coaching, and enrichment activ-

ities. We do need an alterna-

tive to the meritocratic system. 

Unfortunately, Brooks’s solution 

has already been swallowed by 

the meritocratic machine. 

Pete Marshall 
St. Louis Park, Minn.

Why is the central force con-

trolling our economy and soci-

ety today Ivy League admis-

sions o�ces and not, say, the 

on blunt ranking-and-sorting 

instruments is that we may 

be tempted to wait for the Ivy 

League to �x it. Instead, let’s 

agree that we also need lead-

ers who flourished in local 

community colleges, regional 

universities, apprenticeships. 


e talent is out there—I saw 

it every day as a high-school 

teacher. But our current system 

sends the message that if you do 

not score well on standardized 

multiple-choice tests delivered 

in English, you are not capable.

Erin Crisp 
Knoxville, Tenn.

Most of the elite schools David 

Brooks criticizes already evalu-

ate “the whole person.” Cog-

nitive metrics are only a small 

part of getting in. 
ese insti-

tutions have invested heavily 

in evaluating applicants’ non-

cognitive skills, and arguably, 

the result is worse.

How the  

Ivy League 

Broke  

America

 e meritocracy isn’t  
working, David 

Brooks argued in the 
December 2024 issue.  

We need something new.

It is a very Ivy League thing 

to try to take credit for break-

ing America. I share David 

Brooks’s criticisms of a system 

that ranks and sorts based on 

test results. But standardized 

testing had taken hold in the 

United States long before James 

Conant’s presidency at Harvard. 


e danger of blaming the Ivy 

League for today’s overreliance 

I
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predators savaging the American 

dream—not the cultural elites.

Stuart J. Kaufman 
Bear, Del.

Much of what David Brooks 

described resonated with me. I 

attended community college on 

a full Pell Grant; both of my par-

ents were blue-collar workers. I 

loved school and I loved learn-

ing, but my parents could never 

a  ́ord to pay for extracurricular 

activities, Advanced Placement 

exams—I never even took the 

SAT. I always felt that there was 

an elite class of learning that I 

would never access.

And in many ways, I was 

right. I was rejected from hun-

dreds of jobs, only to � nd out 

later that the successful candi-

date was from an elite school. 

This instilled in me what 

Brooks calls the sixth “deadly 

sin” of the meritocracy—

“contempt for the entire sys-

tem.” I now teach as an adjunct, 

and my students are generally 

much more well-o  ́ than I ever 

was. I fear my anger has made 

me less inclined to understand 

the very real stresses they face. 

I voted for Donald Trump in 

2016 and for Kamala Harris in 

2024. It was during this span of 

eight years that I attended col-

lege and then graduate school—

I am a living example of the way 

education in¹ uences opinions 

and beliefs. Yet I empathize 

with the working-class voters of 

Texas, my home state, far more 

than I empathize with the elite 

voters of New York City.

Katherine A. Chase 
Brooklyn, N.Y.

I am 92 years old. I attended a 

public high school in Cincin-

nati. When I told my principal I 

wanted to go to one of the best 

liberal-arts colleges, he recom-

mended Harvard— he told me 

that Harvard would take up to 

seven students from my class. 

Looking through my records, he 

noticed that I was Jewish and 

quali� ed his statement, saying 

that Harvard would never take 

more than three Jews. Harvard 

accepted seven students from 

my class, including me, and 

six of us were Jewish. When I 

arrived in the fall of 1950, it 

was obvious that the quota sys-

tem was gone— Jews made up a 

signi� cant portion of my class. 

At a meeting with incoming 

students, the dean of freshmen 

proudly told us that our class 

had the highest average SAT 

score of any incoming college 

class in the country. I frequently 

saw James Conant walking in 

Harvard Yard, not knowing that 

he had made it possible for me 

to be there.

John J. Frank Jr. 
Cincinnati, Ohio

David Brooks replies: 
I’m grateful for the thoughtful 

responses. I’d like to highlight 

one area of disagreement and 

one area for further exploration. 

Pete Marshall says that “cogni-

tive metrics are only a small 

part of getting” accepted to an 

elite school. I’d say they are the 

foundational part—the average 

Harvard freshman has an SAT 

score of about 1520. You have 

to meet those metrics before any 

other qualities are considered. 

Andrew Bartholomew suggests 

that the real problem is global 

capitalism in the Information 

Age. � ere’s a lot of truth to that. 

I do think universities churn out 

“knowledge workers” because 

intellectual life has been com-

modi� ed. Students and workers 

are caught in the same system 

that wants us to live lives of total 

work. But my argument is that 

our system doesn’t even turn out 

ideal capitalists: Large numbers 

of new employees have to leave 

their � rms because companies 

don’t know what to look for in 

applicants. � ey select for the 

qualities that the meritocracy 

can quantify— but those aren’t 

the qualities that matter. Intelli-

gence is overrated, and tempera-

ment and desire are underrated.

To respond to Atlantic articles or 
submit author questions to ½ e Commons, 
please email letters@theatlantic.com.
Include your full name, city, and state.

More than two decades ago, � e Atlantic decided to 

reduce the number of print issues published each 

year, dropping from 12 to 10, thus ending the run 

of what had been previously called � e Atlantic 

Monthly. ½ e rise of the internet made this seem at 

the time, I’m sure, like an obvious and unavoidable 

choice. But the history of our magazine is � lled 

with improbabilities, and today, more people sub-

scribe to our print magazine than at any time since 

its birth, in 1857. Which is why we’ve decided to 

restore � e Atlantic to monthly print publication, 

beginning with the issue you are currently reading.

½ e broader trends in the magazine business, and 

across journalism generally, are not promising. But 

� e Atlantic continues to grow, because (I believe) 

our editorial team produces the highest-quality 

journalism, and because readers like you continue 

to � nd what we do useful, and even illuminating. 

Last year was a very good year for � e Atlantic. 

We crossed the million-subscription threshold; we 

became pro� table again after running in the red 

for several years; and we won our third consecu-

tive National Magazine Award for General Excel-

lence, something no other magazine has done in this 

century. But mainly what we’ve tried to do is make 

important journalism. I hope, by your lights, that we 

are succeeding, and that you join me in � nding the 

return of a monthly Atlantic a very happy thing. 

— Je� rey Goldberg

A NOTE FROM THE
EDITOR IN CHIEF
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OPENING ARGUMENT

FF
Frosty pine trees rim the edge of an icy 
lake. Snow is falling; spa music plays in 
the background. A gray-haired man with 
a pleasant face stands beside the lake. He 
begins to undress. He is going swimming, 
he explains, to demonstrate his faith, and 
his opposition to science, to technology, to 
modernity. “I don’t need Facebook; I don’t 
need the internet; I don’t need anybody. I 
just need my heart,” he says. As he swims 
across the lake, seemingly unbothered by 
the cold, he continues: “I trust my immune 
system because I have complete trust and 
faith in its creator, in God. My immunity is 
part of the sovereignty of my being.” 

� is is Călin Georgescu, the man who 
shocked his countrymen when he won 

T H E  N E W 
R A S P U T I N S

Anti-science mysticism is 
enabling autocracy around 

the globe. 

B Y  A N N E  A P P L E B A U M
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Dispatches

the first round of the Roma-
nian presidential election on 
November 24, despite hardly 
registering in opinion polls 
and conducting his campaign 
almost entirely on TikTok, 
where the platform’s rules, 
ostensibly designed to limit 
or regulate political messages, 
appear not to have constrained 
him. On the contrary, he used 
the tactics that many social-
media influencers deploy to 
appeal to the TikTok algo-
rithm. Sometimes he added 
soft, melancholic piano music, 
imploring people to “vote with 
your souls.” Sometimes he used 
pop-up subtitles, harsh light-
ing, fluo rescent colors, and 
electronic music, calling for a 
“national renaissance” and criti-
cizing the secret forces that have 
allegedly sought to harm Roma-
nians. “�e order to destroy our 
jobs came from the outside,” he 
says in one video. In another, he 
speaks of “subliminal messages” 
and thought control, his voice 
accompanied by images of a 
hand holding puppet strings. 
In the months leading up to the 
election, these videos amassed 
more than 1 million views. 

Elsewhere, this gentle-
seeming New Age mystic has 
praised Ion Antonescu, the 
Romanian wartime dictator 
who conspired with Hitler 
and was sentenced to death for 
war crimes, including his role 
in the Romanian Holocaust. 
He has called both Antonescu 
and the prewar leader of the 
Iron Guard, a violent anti-
Semitic movement, national 
heroes. He twice met with 
Alexander Dugin, the Russian 
fascist ideologue, who posted 
on X a (subsequently deleted) 
statement that “Romania will 
be part of Russia.” And at the 
same time, Georgescu praises 
the spiritual qualities of water. 
“We don’t know what water 

is,” he has said; “H2O means 
nothing.” Also, “Water has a 
memory, and we destroy its soul 
through pollution,” and “Water 
is alive and sends us messages, 
but we don’t know how to lis-
ten to them.” He believes that 
carbonated drinks contain 
nanochips that “enter into you 
like a laptop.” His wife, Cris-
tela, produces YouTube videos 
on healing, using terms such as 
lymphatic acidosis and calcium 
metabolism to make her points. 

Both of them also promote 
“peace,” a vague goal that seems 
to mean that Romania, which 
borders Ukraine and Moldova, 
should stop helping Ukraine 
defend itself against Russian 
invaders. “War cannot be won 
by war,” Cristela Georgescu 
wrote on Instagram a few 
weeks before voting began. 
“War destroys not only physi-
cally, it destroys HEARTS.” 
Neither she nor her husband 
mentions the security threats 
to Romania that would grow 
exponentially following a Rus-
sian victory in Ukraine, nor the 
economic costs, refugee crisis, 
and political in stability that 
would follow. It is noteworthy 
that although Călin Georgescu 

claimed to have spent no 
money on this campaign, the 
Romanian government says 
someone illegally paid TikTok 
users hundreds of thousands of 
dollars to promote Georgescu 
and that unknown outsiders 
coordinated the activity of tens 
of thousands of fake accounts, 
including some impersonat-
ing state institutions, that sup-
ported him. Hackers, suspected 
to be Russian, carried out more 
than 85,000 cyberattacks on 
Romanian election infrastruc-
ture as well. On December 6, 
in response to the Romanian 
government’s findings about 
“aggressive” Russian attacks 
and violations of Romanian 
electoral law, Romania’s Con-
stitutional Court canceled 
the election and annulled the 
results of the ¡rst round. 

G i v e n  t h i s  s t r a n g e 

combination—Iron Guard 
nostalgia and Russian trolls 
plus the sort of wellness gib-
berish more commonly associ-
ated with Gwyneth Paltrow— 
who exactly are the Georgescus? 
How to classify them? Tempt-
ing though it is to describe 
them as “far right,” this old-
fashioned terminology doesn’t 
quite capture whom or what 
they represent. �e terms right-
wing and left-wing come from 
the French Revolution, when 
the nobility, who sought to 
preserve the status quo, sat on 
the right side of the National 
Assembly, and the revolution-
aries, who wanted democratic 
change, sat on the left. �ose 
definitions began to fail us 
a decade ago, when a part of 
the right, in both Europe and 
North America, began advo-
cating not caution and con-
servatism but the destruction 
of existing democratic institu-
tions. In its new incarnation, 
the far right began to resemble 

the old far left. In some places, 
the two began to merge. 

When I ¡rst wrote about the 
need for new political termi-
nology, in 2017, I struggled to 
come up with better terms. But 
now the outlines of a popular 
political movement are becom-
ing clearer, and this move-
ment has no relation at all to 
the right or the left as we know 
them. �e philosophers of the 
Enlighten ment, whose belief 
in the possibility of law-based 
democratic states gave us both 
the American and French Revo-
lutions, railed against what they 
called obscurantism: darkness, 
obfuscation, irrationality. But 
the prophets of what we might 
now call the New Obscuran-
tism o¨er exactly those things: 
magical solutions, an aura of 
spirituality, superstition, and 
the cultivation of fear. Among 
their number are health quacks 
and in©uencers who have devel-
oped political ambitions; fans 
of the quasi-religious QAnon 
movement and its Pizzagate-
esque spin-o¨s; and members of 
various political parties, all over 
Europe, that are pro-Russia and 
anti-vaccine and, in some cases, 
promoters of mystical nation-
alism as well. Strange overlaps 
are everywhere. Both the left-
wing German politician Sahra 
Wagenknecht and the right-
wing Alternative for Germany 
party promote vaccine and 
climate-change skepticism, 
blood-and-soil nationalism, and 
withdrawal of German support 
for Ukraine. All across Central 
Europe, a fascination with runes 
and folk magic aligns with both 
right-wing xenophobia and left-
wing paganism. Spiritual lead-
ers are becoming political, and 
political actors have veered into 
the occult. Tucker Carlson, the 
former Fox News host who has 
become an apologist for Russian 
aggression, has claimed that he 

IN ITS NEW 
INCARNATION, 
THE FAR RIGHT 

BEGAN TO 
RESEMBLE THE 
OLD FAR LEFT. 

IN SOME PLACES, 
THE TWO 

BEGAN 
TO MERGE.
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was attacked by a demon that 
left “claw marks” on his body. 

This New Obscurantism has 
now a�ected the highest lev-
els of U.S. politics. Foreign-
ers and Americans alike have 
been hard-pressed to explain 
the ideology represented by 
some of Donald Trump’s initial 
Cabinet nominations, and for 
good reason. Although Trump 
won reelection as a Republican, 
there was nothing traditionally 
“Republican” about propos-
ing Tulsi Gabbard as director 
of national intelligence. Gab-
bard is a former progressive 
Democrat with lifelong ties to 
the Science of Identity Founda-
tion, a Hare Krishna breakaway 
sect. Like Carlson, she is also an 
apologist for the brutal Russian 
dictator Vladimir Putin and for 
the recently deposed dictator 
of Syria, Bashar al-Assad, both 
of whose fantastical lies she 
has sometimes repeated. Nor 
is there anything “conserva-
tive” about Kash Patel, Trump’s 
nominee for FBI director, who 
has suggested that he intends to 
target a long list of current and 
former government officials, 
including many who served 
in the first Trump adminis-
tration. In keeping with the 
spirit of the New Obscuran-
tists, Patel has also promoted 
Warrior Essentials, a busi-
ness selling antidotes both to 
COVID and to COVID vac-
cines. But then, no one who 
took seriously the philosophy 
of Edmund Burke or Wil-
liam F. Buckley Jr. would put 
a conspiracy theorist like Rob-
ert F. Kennedy Jr.—another 
Putin apologist, former Dem-
ocrat (indeed, from the most 
famous Democratic family in 
America), and enemy of vac-
cines, as well as �uoride—in 
charge of American health care. 
No “conservative” defender of 

traditional family values would 
propose, as ambassador to 
France, a convicted felon who 
sent a prostitute to seduce his 
sister’s husband in order to 
create a compromising tape— 
especially if that convicted 
felon happened to be the father 
of the president’s son-in-law. 

Rather than conservatism 
as conventionally understood, 

this crowd and its interna-
tional counterparts represent 
the fusion of several trends that 
have been coalescing for some 
time. �e hawkers of vitamin 
supplements and unproven 
COVID cures now mingle— 
not by accident— with open 
admirers of Putin’s Russia, 
especially those who mistak-
enly believe that Putin leads a 

“white Christian nation.” (In 
reality, Russia is multicultural, 
multiracial, and generally irre-
ligious; its trolls promote vac-
cine skepticism as well as lies 
about Ukraine.) Fans of Hun-
garian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán—a small-time auto-
crat who has impoverished his 
country, now one of the poor-
est in Europe, while enriching 
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his family and friends— make 
common cause with Americans 
who have broken the law, gone 
to jail, stolen from their own 
charities, or harassed women. 
And no wonder: In a world 
where conspiracy theories 
and nonsense cures are widely 
accepted, the evidence-based 
concepts of guilt and criminal-
ity vanish quickly too. 

Among the followers of 
this new political movement 
are some of the least wealthy 
Americans. Among its backers 
are some of the most wealthy. 
George O’Neill Jr., a Rock-
efeller heir who is a board 
member of �e American Con-
servative magazine, turned up 
at Mar-a-Lago after the elec-
tion; O’Neill, who was a close 
contact of Maria Butina, the 
Russian agent deported in 
2019, has promoted Gabbard 
since at least 2017, donating 
to her presidential campaign in 
2020, as well as to Kennedy’s 
in 2024. Elon Musk, the bil-
lionaire inventor who has used 
his social-media platform, X, 
to give an algorithmic boost to 
stories he surely knows are false, 
has managed to carve out a gov-
ernment role for himself. Are 
O’Neill, Musk, and the cryp-
tocurrency dealers who have 
flocked to Trump in this for 
the money? Or do they actually 
believe the conspiratorial and 
sometimes anti- American ideas 
they’re promulgating? Maybe 
one, maybe the other, possibly 
both. Whether their motiva-
tions are cynical or sincere mat-
ters less than their impact, not 
just in the U.S. but around the 
world. For better or for worse, 
America sets examples that oth-
ers follow. Merely by announc-
ing his intention to nominate 
Kennedy to his Cabinet, Trump 
has ensured that skepticism of 
childhood vaccines will spread 
around the world, possibly 

followed by the diseases them-
selves. And epidemics, as we’ve 
recently learned, tend to make 
people frightened, and more 
willing to embrace magical 
solutions. 

O t h e r  c i v i l i z at i o n s 

have experienced moments 
like this one. As their empire 
began to decline in the 16th 
century, the Venetians began 
turning to magic and looking 
for fast ways to get rich. Mys-
ticism and occultism spread 
rapidly in the dying days of 
the Russian empire. Peasant 
sects promoted exotic beliefs 
and practices, including anti- 
materialism, self-¡agellation, 
and self-castration. Aristocrats 
in Moscow and St. Petersburg 
turned to theosophy, a mish-
mash of world religions whose 
Russian-born inventor, Hel-
ena Blavatsky, brought her 
Hindu-Buddhist-Christian- 
Neoplatonic creed to the 
United States. £e same fever-
ish, emotional atmosphere that 
produced these movements 
eventually propelled Raspu-
tin, a peasant holy man who 
claimed that he had magical 
healing powers, into the impe-
rial palace. After convincing 
Empress Alexandra that he 
could cure her son’s hemo-
philia, he eventually became 
a political adviser to the czar. 

Rasputin’s influence pro-
duced, in turn, a kind of 
broader hysteria. By the time 
the First World War broke 
out, many Russians were 
convinced that dark forces—
tyomnye sily—were secretly in 
control of the country. “£ey 
could be different things to 
di¥erent people—Jews, Ger-
mans, Freemasons, Alexandra, 
Rasputin, and the court cama-
rilla,” writes Douglas Smith, 
one of Rasputin’s biographers. 
“But it was taken on faith that 

they were the true masters of 
Russia.” As one Russian the-
osophist put it, “Enemies
really do exist who are poi-
soning Russia with negative  
emanations.” 

Replace dark forces with 
the deep state, and how dif-
ferent is that story from ours? 
Like the Russians in 1917, 

we live in an era of rapid, 
sometimes unacknowledged, 
change: economic, political, 
demographic, educational, 
social, and, above all, infor-
mational. We, too, exist in 
a permanent cacophony, 
where conflicting messages, 
right and left, true and false, 
¡ash across our screens all the 
time. Traditional religions are 
in long-term decline. Trusted 
institutions seem to be failing. 
Techno-optimism has given 
way to techno- pessimism, 
a fear that technology now 
controls us in ways we can’t 
understand. And in the hands 
of the New Obscurantists— 
who actively promote fear of 
illness, fear of nuclear war, 

fear of death—dread and 
anxiety are powerful weapons. 

For Americans, the merg-
ing of pseudo-spirituality with 
politics represents a departure 
from some of our deepest prin-
ciples: that logic and reason 
lead to good government; that 
fact-based debate leads to good 
policy; that governance pros-
pers in sunlight; and that the 
political order inheres in rules 
and laws and processes, not 
mystical charisma. The sup-
porters of the New Obscuran-
tism have also broken with the 
ideals of America’s Founders, 
all of whom considered them-
selves to be men of the Enlight-
enment. Benjamin Franklin 
was not only a political thinker 
but a scientist and a brave 
advocate of smallpox inocula-
tion. George Washington was 
fastidious about rejecting mon-
archy, restricting the power of 
the executive, and establishing 
the rule of law. Later American 
leaders—Lincoln, Roosevelt, 
King—quoted the Constitu-
tion and its authors to bolster 
their own arguments. 

By contrast, this rising inter-
national elite is creating some-
thing very di¥erent: a society 
in which superstition defeats 
reason and logic, transpar-
ency vanishes, and the nefari-
ous actions of political leaders 
are obscured behind a cloud of 
nonsense and distraction. £ere 
are no checks and balances in 
a world where only charisma 
matters, no rule of law in a 
world where emotion defeats 
reason—only a void that any-
one with a shocking and com-
pelling story can ¨ll. 

Anne Applebaum is a sta� 
writer at £e Atlantic. Her 
most recent book is Autocracy, 
Inc.: £e Dictators Who 
Want to Run the World.
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W H AT  N O T  T O  W E A R

�e false promise of seasonal-color analysis

B Y  E L L E N  C U S H I N G

s long as people 
have been able 
to dress in color, 
we’ve been desper-
ate to do it better. 
In the mid-19th  

century, advances in dyeing  
technology and synthetic 
organic chemistry allowed 
the textile industry, previously 
limited to what was available 
in nature, to mass-produce a 
rainbow’s worth of new shades. 
�e problem was, people began 
wearing some truly awful out-
�ts, driven to clashy maximal-
ism by this revolution in color. 

The press created a minor 
moral panic (“un scandale 
optique,” a French journal called 
it), which it then attempted to 
solve. An 1859 issue of Godey’s 
Lady’s Book, the most widely 
read American women’s mag-
azine of the antebellum era, 
promised to help “ill-dressed 
and gaudy-looking women” 
by invoking a prominent color 
theorist, the French chem-
ist Michel-Eugène Chevreul, 
and his ideas about which 

colors were most “becoming” 
on various (presumably white) 
women. Chevreul advocated 
“delicate green” for those with 
fair skin “de�cient in rose”; yel-
low for brunettes; and “lustre-
less white” for those with a 
“fresh complexion,” whatever 
that means. 

Chevreul died in 1889, 
121 years before Instagram was 
invented, but had the platform 
been available to him, I think 
he would have done very well 
on it. There, and elsewhere 
on the social web, millions of 
people are still trying to �gure 
out which shades look best on 
them. They are doing it via 
seasonal- color analysis, a quasi- 
scienti�c, quasi- philosophical 
discipline that holds that we all 
have a set of colors that nat-
urally suit us, and a set that 
do not—that wash us out, 
make us look ruddy or green, 
emphasize our ¡aws, and mini-
mize our beauty. 

According to this method, 
everyone belongs to a “season,” 
and a “subseason,” determined 

by the coloring of their skin 
and features. Bright winters, 
for example, tend to have spar-
kling eyes and dark hair and 
look great in jewel tones; true 
autumns are de�ned by their 

golden undertones and should 
wear earthy colors. 

The theory first became 
popular in the U.S. in the 
1980s, only to resurface in 
South Korea and then surge 
on the English-speaking 

internet over the past few 
years. Today, Reddit’s seasonal-
color-analysis community has 
167,000 members, putting 
it in the site’s top 1 percent. 
Search seasonal-color analy-
sis on Instagram, TikTok, or 
Pinterest, and you will find 
seemingly endless results: posts 
that “type” celebrities such as 
Mindy Kaling (a dark win-
ter) and Sabrina Carpenter (a 
light summer); o¨er advice for 
people who are autumns but 
wish they were winters; and 
present the ideal jewelry, eye-
shadow palettes, prom dresses, 
Halloween costumes, and 
just about every other item of 
clothing imaginable for each 
color season. Seasonal-color 
consultants, credentialed and 
otherwise, are racking up hun-
dreds of thousands of follow-
ers and charging hundreds of 
dollars for in-person sessions. 

�e savviest among them 
film their sessions for social 
media. In a typical video, a 
client sits, makeupless, facing 
the camera, an adorable white 
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bonnet covering her hair. A 
color consultant drapes her in 
a succession of colored fabrics, 
and evaluates each for its abil-
ity to make her complexion 
pop. In one TikTok, a young 
woman with high cheekbones 
and gray eyes is identi�ed as 
a summer and shown a series 
of shades that make her look, 
as the color consultant Tatum 
Schwerin says approvingly, 
“like a baby doll.” ( e di­er-
ence was, to my eyes, notice-
able but underwhelming.  e 

video has more than 32 mil-
lion views.) In another video, 
a young woman describes her 
experience flying to South 
Korea for color analysis, the 
results of which were, she says, 
“shocking”—vivid spring. 

T h i s  s e a s o n s - b a s e d 

approach traces back to Car-
ole Jackson’s 1980 book, Color 
Me Beautiful. In it, Jackson 
promised that “color is magic” 
and asserted that “women—
and men—have discovered 

its power to make the world 
regard them with awe.”  
She used seasons to describe 
her readers: 

For just as nature has 

divided herself into four 

distinct seasons, Autumn, 

Spring, Winter, and Sum-

mer, each with its unique 

and harmonious colors, 

your genes have given you 

a type of coloring that is 

most complemented by one 

of these seasonal palettes. 

(Like Chevreul, Jackson was 
writing primarily with white 
readers in mind.) 

 e book was a sensation. 
It spent seven years on the New 
York Times best-seller list and 
spawned what we now might 
call a lifestyle brand: Jackson 
published a sequel speci�cally 
for men, and began licensing 
the Color Me Beautiful sys-
tem and name to other con-
sultants. Across the country, 
people would congregate to 
get their colors done at events 

ILLUSTRATION BY ARSH RAZIUDDIN
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described by the Times as 
“halfway between a Tupper-
ware party and group therapy.” 
Women kept color swatches in 
their pocketbook, in case of a 
shopping emergency. Reader’s 
Digest subsidized the cost of 
consultations for employees, 
under a benefits policy that 
covered self-improvement. 

More than four decades 
later, Color Me Beautiful still 
exists, and still sells certi ca-
tion for consultants, though it 
has added AI color analysis to 
its suite of products. And its 
wisdom has escaped onto social 
media, where teenagers and 
20-somethings are discovering 
it. �e modern version of color 
analysis is, like so many mod-
ern versions of so many things, 
both more sophisticated—
color analysis now acknowl-
edges the existence of a wide 
range of skin tones—and more 
complicated. Jackson’s four sea-
sons have been cleaved into 12 
and sometimes 16 subseasons, 
depending on one’s philoso-
phy. �e nuances are detailed 
in long blog posts  lled with 
pictures of color wheels and 
terms such as chroma. 

The appeal to contem-
porary audiences is obvious. 
First of all, draping videos are 
eminently watchable, in the 
same way a cooking video 
is: simple process, observ-
able result. But the concept 
also fills, I think, a genuine 
need brought on by the col-
lision of technology and the 
fashion and beauty indus-
tries. Today’s young women 
are probably photographed 
more than any other cohort 
in history—but they live on 
the internet, which is a  re-
hose of quick-moving trends, 
targeted advertising, cheap 
fashion, conflicting advice, 
and color-correcting soft-
ware. It has never been more 

important to know what looks 
good on you, and never have 
there been more sources of 
information to sort through 
in order to  nd out. 

Much like astrology memes 
and internet quizzes— two of 
the most enduring online 
products of the past decade— 
color analysis is diverting and 
narcissistic, and it promises 
an immutable, essential self-
knowledge that can be put 
into action. It offers a small 
sense of belonging in a tribal 
society (online, you can  nd 
groups for people who identify 
with each of the subseasons) 
and guarantees simplicity in a 
complex world. 

The fashion and beauty 
industries seem to be embrac-
ing a kind of faux empiricism 
these days. A person’s hair can 
be classified into one of 12 
types, based on texture, den-
sity, and thickness. If a decade 
ago your average bottle of skin 
goo advertised itself using 
vague terms such as hydrat-
ing, today’s skin-care products 
foreground their formulas and 
invite customers to “cosplay 
as cosmetic chemists,” as the 
beauty reporter Jessica DeFino 
has written. Canny seasonal-
color- analysis in�uencers play 
into this; some even wear lab 
coats in their videos. Jenny 
Mahoney opened a seasonal-
color consulting  rm in New 
York in 2023 and has already 
expanded to Orange County, 
California, and the Washing-
ton, D.C., area. �e  rst thing 
she told me about color analysis 
is that it’s “logical, it is system-
atic, and it’s based on science.” 

Sure, sort of. Color theory 
really is a science, in that it is an 
organized approach to observ-
ing the natural world. Color 
can be measured, categorized, 
and studied; Chevreul was onto 
something when he proposed 

that the eye reacts in speci c 
and sometimes surprising ways 
to certain color combinations. 
�e color- consultation indus-
try, though, is “scientific” in 
the way the wellness indus-
try is— some of its principles 
may be based in truth, but the 
marketplace that has sprung 
up around them is trading in 
something else. Often, it feels 
less like a solution than part 
of the problem: more vocabu-
lary, more rules, more ways to 
be led astray, more reasons not 

to trust your own eyes. Winter 
is a cool-toned season, but so 
is summer— in de ance, per-
haps, of what you might think 
the word cool means. Yellow 
like a marigold is warm, but 
yellow like a da�odil is cool, 
or at least suitable for people 
who are cool seasons. Accord-
ing to one website, if you are a 
soft autumn, like Tyra Banks, 
you should wear “lots of nuts, 
rose and wheat colours,” and if 
you are a true spring, like Blake 
Lively, you should dress in 
shades “reminiscent of colour-
ing pencils.” 

Online, people talk about 
avoiding colors they love, or 
throwing away favorite articles 
of clothing. One Reddit user, 
who said she’d spent 26 years 
and almost $1,000 on color 
analysis, recently posted that 
she was close to quitting the 
enterprise altogether. She had, 
over the years, been identi ed 
as several di�erent types and 
had replaced all her clothes, 
jewelry, and makeup each 
time, but “I’ve never felt 100% 
comfortable in any of them,” 
she wrote. It’s enough to drive 
a person a little crazy. 

I  know th i s  because 
seasonal- color analysis drove 
me a little crazy. Though I 
hate being told what to do, 
I am always searching for 
ways to look hot with little 
sustained effort. But I can’t 
seem to find myself in any 
of the seasons. My hair could 
fairly be described as blond, 
red, or brown, depending 
on the light and the time of 
year, and because of a benign 
genetic abnormality, my left 
eye is the muddy color of a 
New England pond, while my 
right is a bright, cool blue. I 
have read tens of thousands of 
words about what this might 
mean, and paid for two di�er-
ent color-analysis apps. �ey 
declared me, variously, a soft 
autumn, a warm autumn, a 
cool winter, a bright spring, 
and a soft summer, which 
means black is either one of 
my power colors or the express 
lane to looking pallid, maybe 
even very ill. And so I walk this 
Earth knowing that every day is 
another wasted opportunity to 
make my features pop. I sleep 
okay, most of the time. 

Ellen Cushing is a sta� writer 
at �e Atlantic.
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O’Kee�e in the Frame

Photographs by Todd Webb

�e photographer Todd Webb met Geor-
gia O’Kee�e in the 1940s, at Alfred Stieg-
litz’s gallery An American Place. O’Kee�e 
liked Webb and his work, and they became 
friends for life. Partly at O’Kee�e’s urging, 

Webb moved to New Mexico in the early 
1960s, and he was a frequent guest at 
O’Keeffe’s home in Abiquiu. He often 
brought his camera. 

Webb’s images from those visits pro-
vide a window into the painter’s daily life. 
O’Kee�e wore hats to protect her face, and 
scarves to protect her long, lustrous hair; 
she said you should never let your hair get 

sunburned. She wore crisp white collars, 
which turned whatever else she wore—
black linen, blue denim—chic. She liked 
to make “Tiger’s Milk” for breakfast, a con-
coction of banana, skim milk, powdered 
milk, wheat germ, and brewer’s yeast, rec-
ommended by the nutritionist Adelle Davis. 
O’Kee�e kept a series of Chow dogs, which 
she loved for their loyalty and dignity, their 
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Abiquiu house salita door, 1956

massive beauty. �eir coats were so thick 
that she had a shawl made from the shed-
dings. When her favorite dog, Bo, died, she 
buried him at the White Place, her name 
for the pale, majestic hills near Abiquiu that 
appear in many of her paintings. Years later, 
she wrote to Webb that she liked to think 
of Bo at night, still “running and leaping” 
through the hills. 

Webb taught O’Keeffe how to use a 
camera. They photographed each other 
standing in the doorway at her house in 
Abiquiu. She once said that she’d bought 
the house because she was trans�xed by that 
door, which she depicted in her paintings 
over and over, always empty. �e images 
are austere and abstract: It’s hard to �nd 
the magic in the blank black rectangles. But 

O’Kee�e and Webb, each standing alone in 
the frame, reveal the doorway’s unearthly 
proportions: It was too wide for humans, 
too high for animals, too narrow for car-
riages. Who was it for? �e gods.

— Roxana Robinson
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Driving, 1959
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Top: Dogs in the Abiquiu garden, ca. 1962
Bottom: Ghost Ranch kitchen, 1962
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Above: A letter from O’Kee�e to Webb, 1954
Right: Twilight Canyon, New Mexico, 1964
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Americans are now spending more time alone than ever. It’s changing  
our personalities, our politics, and even our relationship to reality.  

By Derek Thompson  
Illustrations by Max Guther

 

Anti-Social  
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� e Bar Is Closed

A short drive from my home in North Carolina is 
a small Mexican restaurant, with several tables and 
four stools at a bar facing the kitchen. On a swel-
tering afternoon last summer, I walked in with my 
wife and daughter. � e place was empty. But looking 
closer, I realized that business was booming. � e bar 
was covered with to-go food: nine large brown bags. 

As we ate our meal, I watched half a dozen people 
enter the restaurant without sitting down to eat. Each 
one pushed open the door, walked to the counter, 
picked up a bag from the bar, and left. In the delicate 
choreography between kitchen and customer, not a 
word was exchanged. � e space once reserved for that 
most garrulous social encounter, the bar hangout, had 
been re con� gured into a silent depot for customers to 
grab food to eat at home.

Until the pandemic, the bar was bustling and 
popular with regulars. “It’s just a few seats, but it was 
a pretty happening place,” Rae Mosher, the restau-
rant’s general manager, told me. “I can’t tell you how 
sad I’ve been about it,” she went on. “I know it hin-
ders communications between customers and sta�  to 
have to-go bags taking up the whole bar. But there’s 
nowhere else for the food to go.” She put up a sign: 
BAR SEATING CLOSED.

The sign on the bar is a sign of the times   for 
the restaurant business. In the past few decades, the 
sector has shifted from tables to takeaway, a process 
that accelerated through the pandemic and contin-
ued even as the health emergency abated. In 2023, 
74 percent of all restaurant tra¤  c came from “o�  
premises” customers—that is, from takeout and 
delivery—up from 61 percent before COVID, 
according to the National Restaurant Association. 

� e ª ip side of less dining out is more eating alone. 
� e share of U.S. adults having dinner or drinks with 
friends on any given night has declined by more than 
30 percent in the past 20 years. “� ere’s an isolationist 
dynamic that’s taking place in the restaurant business,” 
the Washington, D.C., restaurateur Steve Salis told me. 
“I think people feel uncomfortable in the world today. 
� ey’ve decided that their home is their sanctuary. It’s 
not easy to get them to leave.” Even when Americans 
eat at restaurants, they are much more likely to do 
so by themselves. According to data gathered by the 
online reservations platform OpenTable, solo dining 

has increased by 29 percent in just the past two years. 
� e No. 1 reason is      the need for more “me time.” 

� e evolution of restaurants is retracing the tra-
jectory of another American industry: Hollywood. 
In the 1930s, video entertainment existed only in 
theaters, and the typical American went to the mov-
ies several times a month. Film was a necessarily col-
lective experience, something enjoyed with friends 
and in the company of strangers. But technology has 
turned � lm into a home delivery system. Today, the 
typical American adult buys about three movie tickets 
a year— and watches almost 19 hours of television, 
the equivalent of roughly eight movies, on a weekly 
basis. In entertainment, as in dining, modernity has 
transformed a ritual of togetherness into an experience 
of homebound reclusion and even solitude. 

� e privatization of American leisure is one part 
of a much bigger story. Americans are spending less 
time with other people than in any other period for 
which we have trustworthy data, going back to 1965. 
Between that year and the end of the 20th century, 
in-person socializing slowly declined. From 2003 to 
2023, it plunged by more than 20 percent, according 
to the American Time Use Survey, an annual study 
conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Among 
unmarried men and people younger than 25, the 
decline was more than 35 percent. Alone time pre-
dictably spiked during the pandemic. But the trend 
had started long before most people had ever heard of 
a novel corona virus and continued after the pandemic 
was declared over. According to Enghin Atalay  , an 
economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadel-
phia, Americans spent even more time alone in 2023 
than they did in 2021. (He categorized a person as 
“alone,” as I will throughout this article, if they are 
“the only person in the room, even if they are on the 
phone” or in front of a computer.)

 Eroding companionship can be seen in numer-
ous odd and depressing facts of American life today. 
Men who watch television now spend seven hours 
in front of the TV for every hour they spend hang-
ing out with somebody outside their home. The 
typical female pet owner spends more time actively 
engaged with her pet than she spends in face-to-face 
contact with friends of her own species. Since the 
early 2000s, the amount of time that Americans say 
they spend helping or caring for people outside their 
nuclear family has declined by more than a third. 

74 percent of all restaurant tra¤  c came from “o�  
premises” customers—that is, from takeout and 
delivery—up from 61 percent before COVID, 
according to the National Restaurant Association. 

� e ª ip side of less dining out is more eating alone. 
� e share of U.S. adults having dinner or drinks with 
friends on any given night has declined by more than 
30 percent in the past 20 years. “� ere’s an isolationist 
dynamic that’s taking place in the restaurant business,” 
the Washington, D.C., restaurateur Steve Salis told me. 
“I think people feel uncomfortable in the world today. 
� ey’ve decided that their home is their sanctuary. It’s 
not easy to get them to leave.” Even when Americans 
eat at restaurants, they are much more likely to do 
so by themselves. According to data gathered by the 
online reservations platform OpenTable, solo dining 
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Self-imposed solitude might just be the most 
important social fact of the 21st century in Amer-
ica. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many observers have 
reduced this phenomenon to the topic of loneliness. 
In 2023, Vivek Murthy, then the surgeon general 
of the United States, published an 81-page warn-
ing about America’s “epidemic of loneliness,” claim-
ing that its negative health e�ects were on par with 
those of tobacco use and obesity. A growing number 
of public-health o�cials seem to regard loneliness 
as the developed world’s next critical public-health 
issue. �e United Kingdom now has a minister for 
loneliness. So does Japan. 

But solitude and loneliness are not one and the 
same. “It is actually a very healthy emotional response 
to feel some loneliness,” the NYU sociologist Eric 
Klinenberg told me. “�at cue is the thing that pushes 
you o� the couch and into face-to-face inter action.” 
�e real problem here, the nature of America’s social 
crisis, is that most Americans don’t seem to be reacting 
to the biological cue to spend more time with other 
people. �eir solitude levels are surging while many 
measures of loneliness are actually �at or dropping. 
A 2021 study of the widely used UCLA Loneliness 
Scale concluded that “the frequently used term ‘loneli-
ness epidemic’ seems exaggerated.” Although young 
people are lonelier than they once were, there is little 
evidence that loneliness is rising more broadly today. A 
2023 Gallup survey found that the share of Americans 
who said they experienced loneliness “a lot of the day 
yesterday” declined by roughly one-third from 2021 
to 2023, even as alone time, by Atalay’s calculation, 
rose slightly. 

Day to day, hour to hour, we are choosing this way 
of life— its comforts, its ready entertainments. But 
convenience can be a curse. Our habits are creating 
what Atalay has called a “century of solitude.” �is is 
the anti-social century.

Over the past few months, I’ve spoken with psy-
chologists, political scientists, sociologists, and tech-
nologists about America’s anti-social streak. Although 
the particulars of these conversations di�ered, a theme 
emerged: �e individual preference for solitude, scaled 
up across society and exercised repeatedly over time, 
is rewiring America’s civic and psychic identity. And 
the consequences are far-reaching—for our happi-
ness, our communities, our politics, and even our 
understanding of reality. 

�e End of the Social Century

�e �rst half of the 20th century was extraordinarily 
social. From 1900 to 1960, church membership 
surged, as did labor-union participation. Marriage 
rates reached a record high after World War II, and the 
birth rate enjoyed a famous “boom.” Associations of 
all sorts thrived, including book clubs and volunteer 
groups. �e New Deal made America’s branch-library 
system the envy of the world; communities and devel-
opers across the country built theaters, music venues, 
playgrounds, and all kinds of gathering places.

But in the 1970s, the U.S. entered an era of with-
drawal, as the political scientist Robert D. Putnam 
famously documented in his 2000 book, Bowling 
Alone. Some institutions of togetherness, such as 
marriage, eroded slowly. Others fell away swiftly. 
From 1985 to 1994, active involvement in com-
munity organizations fell by nearly half. �e decline 
was astonishingly broad, a�ecting just about every 
social activity and every demographic group that 
Putnam tracked.

What happened in the 1970s? Klinenberg, the 
sociologist, notes a shift in political priorities: �e 
government dramatically slowed its construction of 
public spaces. “Places that used to anchor community 
life, like libraries and school gyms and union halls, 
have become less accessible or shuttered altogether,” 
he told me. Putnam points, among other things, to 
new moral values, such as the embrace of unbridled 
individualism. But he found that two of the most 
important factors were by then ubiquitous technolo-
gies: the automobile and the television set.

Starting in the second half of the century, Ameri-
cans used their cars to move farther and farther away 
from one another, enabling the growth of the suburbs 
and, with it, a retreat into private backyard patios, 
private pools, a more private life. Once Americans 
got out of the car, they planted themselves in front of 
the television. From 1965 to 1995, the typical adult 
gained six hours a week in leisure time. �ey could 
have devoted that time—300 hours a year!—to com-
munity service, or pickup basketball, or reading, or 
knitting, or all four. Instead, they funneled almost all 
of this extra time into watching more TV. 

Television transformed Americans’ interior deco-
rating, our relationships, and our communities. In 
1970, just 6 percent of sixth graders had a TV set in 
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their bedroom; in 1999, that proportion had grown 
to 77 percent. Time diaries in the 1990s showed that 
husbands and wives spent almost four times as many 
hours watching TV together as they spent talking 
to each other in a given week. People who said TV 
was their “primary form of entertainment” were less 
likely to engage in practically every social activity that 
Putnam counted: volunteering, churchgoing, attend-
ing dinner parties, picnicking, giving blood, even 
sending greeting cards. Like a murder in Clue, the 
death of social connections in America had any num-
ber of suspects. But in the end, I believe the likeliest 
culprit is obvious. It was Mr. Farnsworth, in the living 
room, with the tube.

Phonebound

If two of the 20th century’s iconic   technologies, the 
automobile and the television, initiated the rise of 
American aloneness, the 21st century’s most notori-
ous piece of hardware   has continued to fuel, and has 
indeed accelerated, our national anti-social streak. 
Countless books, articles, and cable-news segments 
have warned Americans that smartphones  can nega-
tively a� ect mental health and may be especially harm-
ful to adolescents. But the fretful coverage is, if any-
thing, restrained given how greatly these devices have 
changed our conscious experience. � e typical person   
is awake for about 900 minutes a day. American kids 
and teenagers spend, on average, about 270 minutes 
on weekdays and 380 minutes on weekends gazing 
into their  screens, according to the Digital Parenthood 
Initiative. By this account, screens occupy more than 
30 percent of their waking life.

Some of this screen time is social, after a fashion. 
But sharing videos or texting friends is a pale imitation 
of face-to-face interaction. More worrisome than what 
young people do on their phone   is what they aren’t 
doing   . Young people are less likely than in previous 
decades to get their driver’s license, or to go on a date, 
or to have more than one close friend, or even to hang 
out with their friends at all. � e share of boys and 
girls who say they meet up with friends almost daily 
outside school hours has declined by nearly 50 percent 
since the early 1990s, with the sharpest downturn 
occurring in the 2010s. 

� e decline of hanging out can’t be shrugged o�  
as a benign generational change, something akin to a 
preference for bell-bottoms over skinny jeans. Human 
childhood—including adolescence— is a uniquely sen-
sitive period in the whole of   the animal kingdom, the 
psychologist Jonathan Haidt writes in � e Anxious Gen-
eration. Although the human brain grows to 90 percent 
of its full size by age 5, its neural circuitry takes a long 
time to mature. Our lengthy childhood might be evo-
lution’s way of scheduling an extended apprenticeship 
in social learning through play. � e best kind of play     is 
physical, outdoors, with other kids, and unsupervised, 
allowing children to press the limits of their abilities 
while � guring out how to manage con¡ ict and tolerate 
pain. But now young people’s attention is funneled into 
devices that take them out of their body   , denying them 
the physical-world education they need. 

America, Alone

Percent decline in face-to-face socializing, 2003-23
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Teen anxiety and depression are at near-record 
highs: 
 e latest government survey of high school-
ers, conducted in 2023, found that more than half of 
teen girls said they felt “persistently sad or hopeless.” 

 ese data are alarming, but shouldn’t be surprising. 
Young rats and monkeys deprived of play come away 
socially and emotionally impaired. It would be odd 
if we, the self-named “social animal,” were di� erent. 

Socially underdeveloped childhood leads, almost 
inexorably, to socially stunted adulthood. A popular 
trend on TikTok  involves 20-somethings celebrating 
in creative ways when a friend cancels plans, often 
because they’re too tired or anxious to leave the house. 

 ese clips can be goofy and even quite funny. Surely, 
sympathy is due; we all know the feeling of relief when 
we claw back free time in an overscheduled week. 
But the sheer number of videos is a bit unsettling. If 
anybody   should feel   lonely and desperate for physical-
world contact, you’d think it would be 20-somethings, 
who are still recovering from years of pandemic cabin 
fever. But many nights, it seems, members of Amer-
ica’s most isolated generation aren’t trying to leave 
the house at all. 
 ey’re turning on their cameras to 
advertise to the world the joy of not hanging out. 

If young adults feel overwhelmed by the emotional 
costs of physical-world togetherness—and prone to 
keeping even close friends at a physical distance—that 
suggests that phones aren’t just rewiring adolescence; 
they’re upending the psychology of friendship as well. 

In the 1960s, Irwin Altman, a psychologist at the 
Naval Medical Research Institute, in Bethesda, Mary-
land, co-developed a friendship formula characterized 
by increasing intimacy. In the early stages of friendship, 
people engage in small talk by sharing trivial details. 
As they develop trust, their conversations deepen to 
include more private information until disclosure 
becomes habitual and easy. Altman later added an 
important wrinkle: Friends require boundaries as much 
as they require closeness. Time alone to recharge is 
essential for maintaining healthy relationships.

Phones mean that solitude is more crowded than it 
used to be, and crowds are more solitary. “Bright lines 
once separated being alone and being in a crowd,” 
Nicholas Carr, the author of the new book Super-
bloom: How Technologies of Connection Tear Us Apart, 
told me. “Boundaries helped us. You could be present 
with your friends and re� ective in your downtime.” 
Now our social time is haunted by the possibility that 

something more interesting is happening somewhere 
else, and our downtime is contaminated by the streams 
and posts and texts of dozens of friends, colleagues, 
frenemies, strangers. 

If Carr is right, modern technology’s always-open 
window to the outside world makes recharging much 
harder, leaving many people chronically depleted, a 
walking battery that is always stuck in the red zone. In 
a healthy world, people who spend lots of time alone 
would feel that ancient biological cue: I’m alone and 
sad; I should make some plans. But we live in a sideways 
world, where easy home entertainment, oversharing 
online, and stunted social skills spark a strangely pop-
ular response: I’m alone, anxious, and exhausted; thank 
God my plans were canceled.

Homebound

Last year, the Princeton University sociologist Patrick 
Sharkey was working on a book about how places 
shape American lives and economic fortunes. He had 
a feeling that the rise of remote work might have accel-
erated a longer-term trend: a shift in the amount of 
time that people spend inside their home. He ran the 
numbers and discovered “an astounding change” in 
our daily habits, much more extreme than he would 
have guessed. In 2022— notably, after the pandemic 
had abated—adults spent an additional 99 minutes at 
home on any given day compared with 2003.


 is � nding formed the basis of a 2024 paper, 
“Homebound,” in which Sharkey calculated that, 
compared with 2003, Americans are more likely to 
take meetings from home, to shop from home, to 
be entertained at home, to eat at home, and even to 
worship at home. Practically the entire economy has 
reoriented itself to allow Americans to stay within 
their four walls. 
 is phenomenon cannot be reduced 
to remote work. It is something far more totalizing— 
something more like “remote life.”

One might ask: Why wouldn’t Americans with 
means want to spend more time at home? In the past 
few decades, the typical American home has become 
bigger, more comfortable, and more entertaining. From 
1973 to 2023, the size of the average new single-family 
house increased by 50 percent, and the share of new 
single- family houses    that have   air- conditioning dou-
bled, to 98 percent. Streaming services, video-game 
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consoles, and � atscreen TVs make the living room more 
diverting than any 20th-century theater or arcade. Yet 
conveniences can indeed be a curse. By Sharkey’s calcu-
lations, activities at home were associated with a “strong 
reduction” in self-reported happiness. 

A homebound life doesn’t have to be a solitary life. 
In the 1970s, the typical household entertained more 
than once a month. But from the late 1970s to the 
late 1990s, the frequency of hosting friends for par-
ties, games, dinners, and so on declined by 45 percent, 
according to data that Robert Putnam gathered. In the 
20 years after Bowling Alone was published, the aver-
age amount of time that Americans spent hosting or 
attending social events declined another 32 percent. 

As our homes have become less social, residen-
tial architecture has become more anti-social. Clif-
ton Harness is a co-founder of TestFit, a � rm that 
makes software to design layouts for new housing 
developments    . He told me that the cardinal rule of 
contemporary apartment design is that every room 
is built to accommodate maximal screen time. “In 
design meetings with developers and architects, you 
have to assure everybody that there will be space for 
a wall-mounted � atscreen television in every room,” 
he said. “It used to be ‘Let’s make sure our rooms 
have great light.’ But now, when the question is ‘How 
do we give the most comfort to the most people?,’ 
the answer is to feed their screen addiction.” Bobby 
Fijan, a real-estate developer, said   last year that “for the 
most part, apartments are built for Net� ix and chill.” 
From studying � oor plans, he noticed that bedrooms, 
walk-in closets, and other private spaces are growing. 
“I think we’re building for aloneness,” Fijan told me.

“Secular Monks”

In 2020, the philosopher and writer Andrew Taggart 
observed in an essay published in the religious journal 
First � ings that a new � avor of masculinity seemed 
to be emerging: strong, obsessed with personal opti-
mization  , and proudly alone. Men and women alike 
have been delaying family formation; the median age 
at � rst marriage for men recently surpassed 30 for the 
� rst time in history. Taggart wrote that the men he 
knew seemed to be forgoing marriage and fatherhood 
with gusto. Instead of focusing their 30s and 40s on 
wedding bands and diapers, they were committed to 

working on their body, their bank account, and their 
meditation- sharpened minds. Taggart called these men 
“secular monks” for their combination of old-fashioned 
austerity and modern solipsism. “Practition ers submit 
themselves to ever more rigorous, monitored forms 
of ascetic self-control,” he wrote, “among them, cold 
showers, intermittent fasting, data-driven health opti-
mization, and meditation boot camps.”

When I read Taggart’s essay last year, I felt a shock of 
recognition. In the previous months, I’d been captivated 
by a particular genre of social media: the viral “morning 
routine” video. If the protagonist is a man, he is typi-
cally handsome and rich. We see him wake up. We see 
him meditate. We see him write in his journal. We see 
him exercise, take supplements, take   a cold plunge. 
What is most striking about these videos, however, is 
the element they typically lack: other people. In these 
little movies of a life well spent, the protagonists gen-
erally wake up alone and stay that way. We usually see 
no friends, no spouse, no children. ¡ ese videos are 
advertisements for a luxurious form of modern monas-
ticism that treats the presence of other people as, at best, 
an unwelcome distraction and, at worst, an unhealthy 
indulgence that is ideally avoided—like porn, perhaps, 
or Pop-Tarts. 

Drawing major conclusions about modern mas-
culinity from a handful of TikToks would be unwise. 
But the solitary man is not just a social-media phe-
nomenon. Men spend more time alone than women, 
and young men are increasing their alone time faster 
than any other group, according to the American Time 
Use Survey.

Where is this alone time coming from? Liana 
C. Sayer, a sociologist at the University of Maryland, 
shared with me her analysis of how leisure time in the 
21st century has changed for men and women. Sayer 
divided leisure into two broad categories: “engaged 
leisure,” which includes socializing, going to concerts, 
and playing sports; and “sedentary leisure,” which 
includes watching  TV and playing video games. Com-
pared with engaged leisure, which is more likely to 
be done with other people, sedentary leisure is more 
commonly done alone.

¡ e most dramatic tendency that Sayer un covered 
is that single men without kids—who have the most 
leisure time—are overwhelmingly likely to spend 
these hours by themselves. And the time they spend 
in solo sedentary leisure has increased, since 2003, 
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more than that of any other group Sayer tracked. 
This is unfortunate because, as Sayer wrote, “well-
being is higher among adults who spend larger 
shares of leisure with others.” Sedentary leisure, by 
contrast, was “associated with negative physical and 
mental health.”

Richard V. Reeves, the president of the American 
Institute for Boys and Men, told me that for men, as 
for women, something hard to define is lost when 
we pursue a life of isolationist comforts. He calls it 
“neededness”— the way we make ourselves essential to 
our families and community. “I think at some level, we 
all need to feel like we’re a jigsaw piece that’s going to 
� t into a jigsaw somewhere,” he said. � is needed ness 
can come in several forms: social, economic, or com-
munitarian. Our children and partners can depend on 
us for care or income. Our colleagues can rely on us to 
� nish a project, or to commiserate about an annoying 
boss. Our religious congregations and weekend poker 
parties can count on us to � ll a pew or bring the dip. 

But building these bridges to community takes 
energy, and today’s young men do not seem to be con-
structing these relationships in the same way that they 
used to. In place of neededness, despair is creeping in. 
Men who are un- or underemployed are especially vul-
nerable. Feeling unneeded “is actually, in some cases, 
literally fatal,” Reeves said. “If you look at the words 
that men use to describe themselves before they take 
their own lives, they are worthless and useless.” Since 
2001, hundreds of thousands of men have died of drug 
overdoses , mostly from opioids and synthetics such as 
fentanyl. “If the level of drug-poisoning deaths had 
remained � at since 2001, we’d have had 400,000 fewer 
men die,” Reeves said. � ese drugs, he emphasized, are 
de� ned by their solitary nature: Opioids are not party 
drugs, but rather the opposite. 

� is Is Your Politics on Solitude

All of this time alone, at home, on the phone, is 
not just a� ecting us as individuals. It’s making soci-
ety weaker, meaner, and more delusional. Marc 
J. Dunkel man, an author and a research fellow at 
Brown University, says that to see how chosen solitude 
is warping society at large, we must � rst acknowledge 
something a little counterintuitive: Today, many of 
our bonds are actually getting stronger. 

Parents are spending more time with their chil-
dren than they did several decades ago, and many 
couples and families maintain an un broken � ow of 
communication. “My wife and I have texted 10 times 
since we said goodbye today,” Dunkelman told me 
when I reached him at noon on a weekday. “When 
my 10-year-old daughter buys a Butter� nger at CVS, 
I get a phone noti� cation about it.” 

At the same time, messaging apps, TikTok streams, 
and subreddits      keep us plugged into the thoughts and 
opinions of the global crowd that shares our interests. 
“When I watch a Cincinnati Bengals football game, 
I’m on a group text with beat reporters to whom I 
can ask questions, and they’ll respond,” Dunkelman 
said. “I can follow the live thoughts of football ana-
lysts on X.com,     so that I’m practically watching the 
game over their shoulder. I live in Rhode Island, and 
those are connections that could have never existed 
30 years ago.” 

Home-based, phone-based culture has arguably 
solidi� ed our closest and most distant connections, 
the inner ring of family and best friends (bound by 
blood and intimacy) and the outer ring of tribe (linked 
by shared a¡  nities). But it’s wreaking havoc on the 
middle ring of “familiar but not intimate” relation-
ships with the people who live around us, which 
Dunkel man calls the village. “� ese are your neigh-
bors, the people in your town,” he said. We used to 
know them well; now we don’t.

Less Social Teens

Percentage of 12th graders going out with friends two or more times a week
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�e middle ring is key to social cohesion, Dunkel-
man said. Families teach us love, and tribes teach us 
loyalty. �e village teaches us tolerance. Imagine that a 
local parent disagrees with you about a�rmative action 
at a PTA meeting. Online, you might write him o� as 
a political opponent who deserves your scorn. But in 
a school gym full of neighbors, you bite your tongue. 
As the year rolls on, you discover that your daughters 
are in the same dance class. At pickup, you swap sto-
ries about caring for aging relatives. Although your dif-
ferences don’t disappear, they’re folded into a peaceful 
co existence. And when the two of you sign up for a 
committee to draft a diversity statement for the school, 
you �nd that you can accommodate each other’s oppos-
ing views. “It’s politically moderating to meet thoughtful 
people in the real world who disagree with you,” Dun-
kelman said. But if PTA meetings are still frequently 
held in person, many other opportunities to meet and 
understand one’s neighbors are becoming a thing of 
the past. “An important implication of the death of the 
middle ring is that if you have no appreciation for why 
the other side has their narrative, you’ll want your own 
side to �ght them without compromise.” 

�e village is our best arena for practicing pro-
ductive disagreement and compromise—in other 
words, democracy. So it’s no surprise that the ero-
sion of the village has coincided with the emergence 
of a grotesque style of politics, in which every election 
feels like an existential quest to vanquish an intra-
mural enemy. For the past �ve decades, the American 
National Election Studies surveys have asked Demo-
crats and Republicans to rate the opposing party on 
a “Feeling �ermometer” that ranges from zero (very 
cold/unfavorable) to 100 (very warm/favorable). In 
2000, just 8 percent of partisans gave the other party 
a zero. By 2020, that �gure had shot up to 40 percent. 
In a 2021 poll by Generation Lab/Axios, nearly a third 
of college students who identify as Republican said 
they wouldn’t even go on a date with a Democrat, and 
more than two-thirds of Democratic students said the 
same of members of the GOP. 

Donald Trump’s victory in the 2024 presiden-
tial election had many causes, including in�ation 
and frustration with Joe Biden’s leadership. But 
one source of Trump’s success may be that he is an 
avatar of the all-tribe, no-village style of performa-
tive confrontation. He stokes out-group animosity, 
and speaks to voters who are furiously intolerant of 

political di�erence. To cite just a few examples from 
the campaign, Trump called Democrats “enemies of 
the democracy” and the news media “enemies of the 
people,” and promised to “root out” the “radical-left 
thugs that live like vermin within the con�nes of our 
country, that lie and steal and cheat on elections.”

Social disconnection also helps explain progres-
sives’ stubborn inability to understand Trump’s appeal. 
In the fall, one popular Democratic lawn sign read 
Harris Walz: Obviously. �at sentiment, rejected 
by a majority of voters, indicates a failure to engage 
with the world as it really is. Dunkelman emailed me 
after the election to lament Democratic cluelessness. 
“How did those of us who live in elite circles not see 
how Trump was gaining popularity even among our 
literal neighbors?” he wrote. Too many progressives 
were mainlining left-wing media in the privacy of 
their home, oblivious that families down the street 
were drifting right. Even in the highly progressive 
borough of Brooklyn, New York, three in 10 voters 
chose Trump. If progressives still consider MAGA an 
alien movement, it is in part because they have made 
themselves strangers in their own land. 

Practicing politics alone, on the internet, rather 
than in community isn’t only making us more likely 
to demonize and alienate our opponents, though that 
would be bad enough. It may also be encouraging deep 
nihilism. In 2018, a group of researchers led by Michael 
Bang Petersen, a Danish political scientist, began ask-
ing Americans to evaluate false rumors about Demo-
cratic and Republican politicians, including Trump 
and Hillary Clinton. “We were expecting a clear pat-
tern of polarization,” Petersen told me, with people on 
the left sharing conspiracies about the right and vice 
versa. But some participants seemed drawn to any con-
spiracy theory so long as it was intended to destroy the 
established order. Members of this cohort commonly 
harbored racial or economic grievances. Perhaps more 
important, Petersen said, they tended to feel socially 
isolated. �ese aggravated loners agreed with many 
dark pronouncements, such as “I need chaos around 
me” and “When I think about our political and social 
institutions, I cannot help thinking ‘just let them all 
burn.’ ” Petersen and his colleagues coined a term to 
describe this cohort’s motivation: the need for chaos. 

Although chaotically inclined individuals score 
highly in a popular measure for loneliness, they don’t 
seem to seek the obvious remedy. “What they’re 

Social 
disconnection 
helps explain 
progressives’ 
stubborn 
inability  
to understand 
Donald 
Trump’s 
appeal.
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reaching out to get isn’t friendship at all but rather rec-
ognition and status,” Petersen said. For many socially 
isolated men in particular, for whom reality consists 
primarily of glowing screens in empty rooms, a vote 
for destruction is a politics of last resort—a way to 
leave one’s mark on a world where collective progress, 
or collective support of any kind, feels impossible.

� e Introversion Delusion

Let us be fair to solitude, for a moment. As the father 
of a young child, I know well that a quiet night alone 
can be a balm. I have spent evenings alone at a bar, 
watching a baseball game,  that felt ecstatically close 
to heaven. People cope with stress and grief and mun-
dane disappointment in complex ways, and sometimes 
isolation is the best way to restore inner equilibrium. 

But the dosage matters. A night alone away from a 
crying baby is one thing. A decade or more of chronic 
social dis connection is something else entirely. And 
people who spend more time alone, year after year, 
become meaningfully less happy. In his 2023 paper 
on the rise of 21st-century solitude, Atalay, at the 
Philadelphia Fed, calculated that by one measure, 
sociability means considerably more for happiness 
than money does: A � ve-percentage-point increase   in 
alone time was associated with about the same decline 
in life satisfaction as was a 10 percent lower  house-
hold income.    

Nonetheless, many people keep choosing to spend 
free time alone, in their home, away from other people. 
Perhaps, one might think, they are making the right 
choice; after all, they must know themselves best. But 
a consistent finding of modern psychology is that 
people often don’t know what they want, or what will 
make them happy. � e saying that “predictions are 
hard, especially about the future” applies with special 
weight to predictions about our own life. Time and 
again, what we expect to bring us peace—a bigger 
house, a luxury car, a job with twice the pay but half 
the leisure—only creates more anxiety. And at the top 
of this pile of things we mistakenly believe we want, 
there is aloneness.

Several years ago,  Nick Epley, a psychologist at the 
University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business, 
asked commuter-train passengers to make a predic-
tion: How would they feel if asked to spend the ride 

talking with a stranger? Most participants predicted 
that quiet solitude would make for a better commute 
than having a long chat with someone they didn’t 
know. � en Epley’s team created an experiment in 
which some people were asked to keep to themselves, 
while others were instructed to talk with a stranger 
(“� e longer the conversation, the better,” participants 
were told). Afterward, people � lled out a question-
naire. How did they feel? Despite the broad assump-
tion that the best commute is a silent one, the people 
instructed to talk with strangers actually reported feel-
ing signi� cantly more positive than those who’d kept 
to themselves. “A fundamental paradox at the core 
of human life is that we are highly social and made 
better in every way by being around people,” Epley 
said. “And yet over and over, we have opportunities 
to connect that we don’t take, or even actively reject, 
and it is a terrible mistake.” 

Researchers have repeatedly validated Epley’s 
discovery. In 2020, the psychologists Seth Margo-
lis and Sonja Lyubomirsky, at UC Riverside, asked   
 people to behave like an extrovert for one week and 
like an introvert for another. Subjects received sev-
eral reminders to act “assertive” and “spontaneous” 
or “quiet” and “reserved” depending on the week’s 
theme. Participants said they felt more positive emo-
tions at the end of the extroversion week and more 
negative emotions at the end of the introversion 

Not Leaving the House
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week. Our modern economy, with its home- delivery 
conveniences, manipulates people into behaving like 
agoraphobes. But it turns out that we can be manip-
ulated in the opposite direction. And we might be 
happier for it. 

Our “mistaken” preference for solitude could 
emerge from a misplaced anxiety that other peo-
ple aren’t that interested in talking with us, or that 
they would �nd our company bothersome. “But in 
reali ty,” Epley told me, “social interaction is not very 
un certain, because of the principle of reciprocity. If 
you say hello to someone, they’ll typically say hello 
back to you. If you give somebody a compliment, 
they’ll typically say thank you.” Many people, it seems, 
are not social enough for their own good. �ey too 
often seek comfort in solitude, when they would actu-
ally �nd joy in connection. 

Despite a consumer economy that seems opti-
mized for introverted behavior, we would have hap-
pier days, years, and lives if we resisted the undertow 
of the convenience curse—if we talked with more 
strangers, belonged to more groups, and left the house 
for more activities. 

�e AI Century

�e anti-social century has been bad enough: more 
anxiety and depression; more “need for chaos” in 
our politics. But I’m sorry to say that our collective 
detachment could still get worse. Or, to be more 
precise, weirder.

In May of last year, three employees of OpenAI, 
the arti�cial-intelligence company, sat onstage to 
introduce ChatGPT’s new real-time conversational-
speech feature. A research scientist named Mark 
Chen held up a phone and, smiling, started speak-
ing to it.

“Hey, ChatGPT, I’m Mark. How are you?”  
Mark said.

“Hello, Mark!” a cheery female voice responded.
“Hey, so I’m onstage right now,” Mark said. “I’m 

doing a live demo, and frankly I’m feeling a little bit 
nervous. Can you help me calm my nerves a little bit?” 

“Oh, you’re doing a live demo right now ?” the 
voice replied, projecting astonishment with eerie 
verisimilitude. “�at’s awesome! Just take a deep 
breath and remember: You’re the expert here.” 

Mark asked for feedback on his breathing, before 
panting loudly, like someone who’d just finished a 
marathon.

“Whoa, slow!” the voice responded. “Mark, you’re 
not a vacuum cleaner!” Out of frame, the audience 
laughed. Mark tried breathing audibly again, this 
time more slowly and deliberately. 

“�at’s it,” the AI responded. “How do you feel?” 
“I feel a lot better,” Mark said. “Thank you  

so much.”
AI’s ability to speak naturally might seem like 

an incremental update, as subtle as a camera-lens 
re�nement on a new iPhone. But according to Nick 
Epley, �uent speech represents a radical advancement 
in the technology’s ability to encroach on human 
relation ships.

“Once an AI can speak to you, it’ll feel extremely 
real,” he said, because people process spoken word more 
intimately and emotionally than they process text. For 
a study published in 2020, Epley and Amit Kumar, a 
psychologist at the University of Texas at Austin, ran-
domly assigned participants to contact an old friend via 
phone or email. Most people said they preferred to send 
a written message. But those instructed to talk on the 
phone reported feeling “a signi�cantly stronger bond” 
with their friend, and a stronger sense that they’d “really 
connected,” than those who used email.

Speech is rich with what are known as “para-
linguistic cues,” such as emphasis and intonation, 
which can build sympathy and trust in the minds of 
listeners. In another study, Epley and the behavioral 
scientist Juliana Schroeder found that employers and 
potential recruiters were more likely to rate candi-
dates as “more competent, thoughtful, and intelli-
gent” when they heard a why-I’m-right-for-this-job 
pitch rather than read it. 

Even now, before AI has mastered �uent speech, 
millions of people are already forming intimate 
relation ships with machines, according to Jason 
Fagone, a journalist who is writing a book about 
the emergence of AI companions. Character.ai, the 
most popular platform for AI companions, has tens 
of millions of monthly users, who spend an average 
of 93 minutes a day chatting with their AI friend. 
“No one is getting duped into thinking they’re actu-
ally talking to humans,” Fagone told me. “People are 
freely choosing to enter relationships with arti�cial 
partners, and they’re getting deeply attached anyway, 
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because of the emotional capabilities of these sys-
tems.” One subject in his book is a young man who, 
after his � ancée’s death, engineers an AI chatbot to 
resemble his deceased partner. Another is a bisexual 
mother who supplements her marriage to a man with 
an AI that identi� es as a woman.

If you � nd the notion of emotional intercourse   with 
an immaterial entity creepy, consider the many friends 
and family members who exist in your life mainly as 
words on a screen. Digital communication has already 
prepared us for AI companionship, Fagone said, by 
transforming many of our physical-world relationships 
into a sequence of text chimes and blue bubbles. “I 
think part of why AI-companion apps have proven so 
seductive so quickly is that most of our relationships 
already happen exclusively through the phone,” he said.

Epley sees the exponential growth of AI compan-
ions as a real possibility. “You can set them up to 
never criticize you, never cheat on you, never have 
a bad day and insult you, and to always be interested 
in you.” Unlike the most patient spouses, they could 
tell us that we’re always right. Unlike the world’s best 
friend, they could instantly respond to our needs 
without the all-too-human distraction of having to 
lead their own life. 

“� e horrifying part, of course, is that learning how 
to interact with real human beings who can disagree 
with you and disappoint you” is essential to living in 
the world, Epley said. I think he’s right. But Epley was 
born in the 1970s. I was born in the 1980s. People 
born in the 2010s, or the 2020s, might not agree with 
us about the irreplaceability of “real human” friends. 
� ese generations may discover that what they want 
most from their relationships is not a set of people, who 
might challenge them, but rather a set of feelings— 
sympathy, humor, validation— that can be more reli-
ably drawn out from silicon than from carbon-based 
life forms. Long before technologists build a super-
intelligent machine that can do the work of so many 
Einsteins, they may build an emotionally sophisticated 
one that can do  the work of so many friends.

� e Next 15 Minutes

� e anti-social century is as much a result of what’s 
happened to the exterior world of concrete and steel 
as it is about advances inside our phones. � e decline 

of government investments in what Eric Klinenberg 
calls “social infrastructure”— public spaces that shape 
our relation ship to the world—may have begun in 
the latter part of the 20th century, but it has con-
tinued in the 21st. � at has arguably a� ected nearly 
everyone, but less advantaged Americans most of all.

“I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gone to 
poor neighborhoods in big cities, and the commu-
nity leaders tell me the real crisis for poor teenagers 
is that there’s just not much for them to do anymore, 
and nowhere to go,” Klinenberg told me. “I’d like 
to see the government build social infrastructure for 
teenagers with the creativity and generosity with 
which video-game companies build the toys that 
keep them inside. I’m thinking of athletic � elds, and 
public swimming pools, and libraries with beautiful 
social areas for young people to hang out together.” 

Improved public social infrastructure would not 
solve all the problems of the anti-social century. But 
degraded public spaces—and degraded public life—
are in some ways the other side of all our investments 
in video games and phones and bigger, better private 
space. Just as we needed time to see the invisible emis-
sions of the Industrial Revolution, we are only now 
coming to grips with the negative externalities   of a 
phonebound and homebound world. � e media theo-
rist Marshall McLuhan once said of technology that 
every augmentation is also an amputation. We chose 
our digitally enhanced world. We did not realize the 
signi� cance of what was being amputated.

But we can choose di� erently. In his 2015 novel, 
Seveneves, Neal Stephenson coined the term Amistics
to describe the practice of carefully selecting which 
technologies to accept. � e word is a reference to the 
Amish, who generally shun  many modern innova-
tions, including cars and television. Although they 
are sometimes considered strictly anti-modern, many 
Amish communities have refrigerators and washing 
machines, and some use solar power. Instead of dis-
missing all technology, the Amish adopt only those 
innovations that support their religious and com-
munal values. In his 1998 dissertation on one Amish 
community, Tay Keong Tan, then a Ph.D. candidate 
at Harvard, quoted a community member as saying 
that they didn’t want to adopt TV or radio, because 
those products “would destroy our visiting practices. 
We would stay at home with the television or radio 
rather than meet with other people.” 
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If the Amish approach to technology is radical 
in its application, it recognizes something plain and 
true: Although technology does not have values of 
its own, its adoption can create values, even in the 
absence of a coordinated e� ort. For decades, we’ve 
adopted whatever technologies removed friction or 
increased dopamine, embracing what makes life feel 
easy and good in the moment. But dopamine is a 
chemical, not a virtue. And what’s easy is not always 
what’s best for us. We should ask ourselves: What 
would it mean to select technology based on long-
term health rather than instant grati  cation? And 
if technology is hurting our community, what can 
we do to heal it?

A seemingly straightforward prescription is that 
teenagers should choose to spend less time on their 
phone, and their parents should choose to invite 
more friends over for dinner. But in a way, these are 
collective- action problems. A teenager is more likely 
to get out of the house if his classmates have already 
made a habit of hanging out. � at teen’s parents are 
more likely to host if their neighbors have also made 
a habit of weekly gatherings. � ere is a word for 
such deeply etched communal habits: rituals. And 
one reason, perhaps, that the decline of socializing 
has synchronized with the decline of religion is that 
nothing has proved as adept at inscribing ritual into 
our calendars  as faith.

“I have a view that is uncommon among social 
scientists, which is that moral revolutions are real and 
they change our culture,” Robert Putnam told me. 
In the early 20th century, a group of liberal Chris-
tians, including the pastor Walter Rauschenbusch, 
urged other Christians to expand their faith from a 
narrow concern for personal salvation to a public 
concern for justice. � eir movement, which became 
known as the Social Gospel, was instrumental in 
passing major political reforms, such as the abolition 
of child labor. It also encouraged a more communi-
tarian approach to American life, which manifested 
in an array of entirely secular congregations that met 
in union halls and community centers and dining 
rooms. All of this came out of a particular alchemy of 
writing and thinking and organizing. No one can say 
precisely how to change a nation’s moral-emotional 
atmosphere, but what’s certain is that atmospheres 

do change. Our smallest actions create norms. Our 
norms create values. Our values drive behavior. And 
our behaviors cascade. 

� e anti-social century is the result of one such 
cascade, of chosen solitude, accelerated by digital-
world progress and physical- world regress. But if 
one cascade brought us into an anti-social century, 
another can bring about a social century. New norms 
are possible; they’re being created all the time. Inde-
pendent bookstores are booming—the American 
Booksellers Association has reported more than 
50 percent growth since 2009—and in cities such 
as New York City and Washington, D.C., many of 
them have become miniature theaters, with regu-
lar standing-room-only crowds gathered for author 
readings. More districts and states are banning smart-
phones in schools, a national experiment that could, 
optimistically, improve children’s focus and their 
physical-world relationships. In the past few years, 
board-game cafés have � owered across the country, 
and their business is expected to nearly double by 
2030. � ese cafés buck an 80-year trend. Instead of 
turning a previously social form of entertainment 
into a private one, they turn a living-room pastime 
into a destination activity. As sweeping as the social 
revolution I’ve described might seem, it’s built from 
the ground up by institutions and decisions that are 
profoundly within our control: as humble as a café, 
as small as a new phone locker at school. 

When Epley and his lab asked Chicagoans to 
overcome their preference for solitude and talk 
with strangers on a train, the experiment probably 
didn’t change anyone’s life. All it did was marginally 
improve the experience of one 15-minute block of 
time. But life is just a long set of 15-minute blocks, 
one after another. � e way we spend our minutes 
is the way we spend our decades. “No amount of 
research that I’ve done has changed my life more 
than this,” Epley told me. “It’s not that I’m never 
lonely. It’s that my moment-to-moment experience 
of life is better, because I’ve learned to take the dead 
space of life and make friends in it.” 

Derek � ompson is a sta�  writer at � e Atlantic.
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a ch a r ism at ic mov ement k now n a s 
the New A postol ic R efor m at ion, 
w hich seek s to destroy the secul a r 
state.  Now their wa r begins.

By Stephanie McCrummen

Illustr at ion by Nicol ás Orteg a
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 n the Thursday night after 
Donald Trump won the presiden-
tial election, an obscure but tell-
ing celebration unfolded inside 
a converted barn off a highway 
stretching through the corn� elds 
of Lancaster County, Pennsylva-
nia. The place was called Gate-
way House of Prayer, and it was 
not exactly a church, and did not 
exactly � t into the paradigms of 
what American Christianity has 

typically been. Inside, there were no hymnals, no images typically been. Inside, there were no hymnals, no images 
of Jesus Christ, no parables � xed in stained glass. Strings of Jesus Christ, no parables � xed in stained glass. Strings 
of lights hung from the rafters. A huge map of the world of lights hung from the rafters. A huge map of the world 
covered one wall. On the others were seven framed covered one wall. On the others were seven framed 
bulletin boards, each representing a theater of battle 
between the forces of God and Satan— government, 
business, education, family, arts, media, and religion 
itself. Gateway House of Prayer, it turned out, was a 
kind of war room. And if its patrons are to be believed, 
at least one person, and at peak times dozens, had been 
praying every single minute of every single day for more 
than 15 years for the victory that now seemed at hand. 
God was winning. � e Kingdom  was coming.

“Hallelujah!” said a woman arriving for the weekly 
7 o’clock “government watch,” during which a group 
of 20 or so volunteers sits in a circle and prays for God’s 
dominion over the nation.

“Now the work begins!” a man said.
“We have to � ght, � ght, � ght!” a grandmother said 

as they began talking about how a crowd at Trump’s 
election watch party had launched into the hymn “How 
Great � ou Art.”

“� ey were singing that!” another man said.
Yes, people replied; they had seen a video of the 

moment. As the mood in the barn became ever more 
jubilant, the grandmother pulled from her purse a shofar, 
a hollowed-out ram’s horn used during Jewish services. 
She blew, understanding   that the sound would break 
through the atmosphere, penetrate the demonic realm, 
and scatter the forces of Satan, a supernatural strike for 
the Kingdom of God. A woman fell to the � oor.

“Heaven and Earth are coming into alignment!” a man 
declared. “� e will of heaven is being done on Earth.”

What was happening in the barn in Lancaster 
County did not represent some fringe of American 
Christianity, but rather what much of the faith is 
becoming. A shift is under way, one that scholars have 
been tracking for years and that has become startlingly 
visible with the rise of Trumpism. At this point, tens of 
millions of believers—about 40 percent of American 
Christians, including Catholics, according to a recent 
Denison University survey—are embracing an alluring, 

charismatic movement that has little use for religious 
pluralism, individual rights, or constitutional democ-
racy. It is mystical, emotional, and, in its way, wildly 
utopian. It is trans national, multiracial, and unapolo-
getically political. Early leaders called it the New Apos-
tolic Reformation, or NAR, although some of those 
same leaders are now engaged in a rebranding e¡ ort 
as the antidemocratic character of the movement has 
come to light. And people who have never heard the 
name are nonetheless adopting the movement’s central 
ideas. � ese include the belief that God speaks through 
modern-day apostles and prophets. � at demonic forces 
can control not only individuals, but entire territories 
and institutions. � at the Church    is not so much a place 
as an active “army of God,” one with a holy mission to 
claim the Earth for the Kingdom as humanity barrels 
ever deeper into the End Times.

Although the secular establishment has struggled 
to take all of this seriously, Trump has harnessed this 
apocalyptic energy to win the presidency twice.

If you were curious why Tucker Carlson, who was 
raised Episcopalian, recently spoke of being mauled in 
his sleep by a demon, it may be because he is absorbing 
the language and beliefs of this movement. If you were 
questioning why Elon Musk would bother speaking 
at an NAR church called Life Center in Harrisburg,   
it is because Musk surely knows that a movement that 
wants less government and more God works well with 
his libertarian vision. If you wanted to know why there 
were news stories about House Speaker Mike John-
son, a Southern Baptist, displaying a white � ag with a 
green pine tree and the words An Appeal to Heaven
outside his o°  ce, or the same � ag being � own outside 
the vacation home of Supreme Court Justice Samuel 
Alito, a Catholic, the reason is that the Revolutionary 
War–era banner has become the battle � ag for a move-
ment with ideological allies across the Christian right. 
� e NAR is supplying the ground troops to dismantle 
the secular state.

And if you are wondering where all of this is heading 
now that Trump has won the presidency, I was won-
dering the same thing. � at is why I was sitting in the 
circle at Gateway House of Prayer, where, about 20 
minutes into the evening, I got my � rst clue. People 
had welcomed me warmly. I had introduced myself as 
a reporter for � e Atlantic. I was taking notes on Earth-
heaven alignment when a woman across from me said, 
“Your writers have called us Nazis.”

She seemed to be referring to an article that had 
compared Trump’s rhetoric to Hitler’s. I said what I 
always say, which is that I was there to understand. I 
o¡ ered my spiritual bona � des—raised Southern Bap-
tist, from Alabama. � e woman continued: “It’s an edi-
torial board that is severely to the left and despises the 
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Trump movement.” A man sitting next to me came to 
my defense. “We welcome you,” he said, but it was clear 
something was o� , and that something was me. � e 
media had become a demonic stronghold. � e people of 
God needed to � gure out whether I was a tool of Satan, 
or possibly whether I had been sent by the Almighty.

“I personally feel like if you would like to stay with 
us, then I would ask if we could lay hands on you and 
pray,” a woman said. 

“We won’t hurt you,” another woman said.
“We just take everything to God,” a woman sitting “We just take everything to God,” a woman sitting 

next to me said. “Don’t take it personally.”next to me said. “Don’t take it personally.”
� e praying began, and I waited for the judgment.� e praying began, and I waited for the judgment.

 ow all  of  this  came to be is a story 
with many starting points, the most 
immediate of which is Trump himself. In 
the lead-up to the 2016 election, establish-
ment leaders on the Christian right were 
backing candidates with more pious pedi-
grees than Trump’s. He needed a way to 
rally evangelicals, so he turned to some of 
the most in� uential apostles and prophets 
of the NAR, a wilder world where he was 

cast as God’s “wrecking ball” and embraced by a fresh cast as God’s “wrecking ball” and embraced by a fresh 
pool of so-called prophecy voters, people long regarded pool of so-called prophecy voters, people long regarded 
as the embarrassing ri� ra�  of evangelical Christianity. as the embarrassing ri� ra�  of evangelical Christianity. 
But the DNA of that moment goes back further, to the But the DNA of that moment goes back further, to the 
Cold War, Latin America, and an iconoclastic seminary 
professor named C. Peter Wagner.

He grew up in New York City during the Great 
Depression, and embraced a conservative version of 
evangelical Christianity when he was courting his 
future wife. � ey became missionaries in Bolivia in 
the 1950s and ’60s, when a wave of Pentecostalism 

was sweeping South America, � lling churches with 
people who claimed that they were being healed, 
and seeing signs and wonders that Wagner initially 
dismissed as heresy. Much of this fervor was being 
channeled into social-justice movements taking hold 
across Latin America. Che Guevara was organizing in 
Bolivia. � e civil-rights movement was under way in 
the United States. Ecumenical organizations such as 
the World Council of Churches were embracing the 
theology of liberation, emphasizing ideas such as the 
social sin of inequality and the need for justice not in 
heaven but   here and now. 

In the great postwar competition for hearts and 
minds, conservative American evangelicals—and the 
CIA, which they sometimes collaborated with—needed 
an answer to ideas they saw      as dangerously socialist. 
Wagner, by then the general director of the Andes Evan-
gelical Mission, rose to the occasion. In 1969, he took 
part in a conference in Bogotá, Colombia, sponsored by 
the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association that aimed to 
counter these trends. He wrote a book— Latin American counter these trends. He wrote a book— Latin American Latin American counter these trends. He wrote a book— 
� eology: Radical or Evangelical?— which was handed � eology: Radical or Evangelical?— which was handed — which was handed � eology: Radical or Evangelical?
out to all participants, and which argued that concern 
with social issues “may easily lead to serving mammon 
rather than serving God.” Liberation theology was a 
slippery slope to hell.

After that, Wagner became a professor at Fuller 
� eological Seminary, teaching in the relatively exper-
imental � eld of church     growth. He began revisiting his 
experience in Bolivia, deciding that the over� owing 
churches he’d seen were a sign that the Holy Spirit was 
working in the world. He was also living in the Cali-
fornia of the 1970s, when new religions and cults and a 
more freewheeling, independent, charismatic Christian-
ity were proliferating, a kind of counter- counterculture. 
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to sta nd atop the ‘7  Mounta ins of Societ y.’  ” 

A
L
E
X
A
N
D
R
E
 
L
U
U

Droves of former hippies were being baptized in the 
Pacific in what became known as the Jesus People 
movement. Preachers such as John Wimber, a singer 
in the band that    turned into the Righteous Brothers, 
were casting out demons before huge crowds. In the 
’80s, a group of men in Missouri known as the Kansas 
City Prophets believed they were restoring the gift of 
prophecy, understanding   this to be God’s natural way 
of talking to people.

Wagner met a woman named Cindy Jacobs, who 
understood herself to be a prophet, and believed that 
the “principalities” and “powers” mentioned in the 
Book of Ephesians were actually “territorial spirits” that 
could be defeated through “spiritual warfare.” She and 
others formed prayer networks targeting the “10/40 
window”—a geographic rectangle between the latitudes 
of 10 and 40 degrees north that included North Africa, 
the Middle East, and other parts of Asia that were pre-
dominantly Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu. 

Wagner also became captivated by a concept called 
dominionism, a major conceptual shift that had been 
emerging in conservative theological circles. At the 
time, the prevailing view was that God’s mandate for 
Christians was simple evangelism, person by person; 
the Kingdom would come later, after the return of Jesus 

Christ, and meanwhile, the business of politics was, as 
the Bible verse goes, rendered unto Caesar. ¬ e new way 
of thinking was that God was calling his people to estab-
lish the Kingdom now. To put it another way, Chris-
tians had marching orders—a mandate for aggressive 
social and institutional transformation. ¬ e idea had 
deep roots in a movement called Christian Reconstruc-
tionism, whose serious thinkers—most prominently a 
Calvinist theologian named R. J. Rushdoony—were 
spending their lives working out the details of what a 
government grounded in biblical laws would look like, 
a model for a Christian theocracy.

By 1996, Wagner and a group of like-minded col-
leagues were rolling these ideas into what they were call-
ing the New Apostolic Reformation, a term meant to 
evoke their conviction that a fresh outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit was moving around the globe, endowing 
believers with supernatural power and the authority to 
battle demonic forces and establish God’s Kingdom on 
Earth. ¬ e NAR vision was not technically conservative 
but radical: Constructing the Kingdom meant destroying 
the secular state with equal rights for all, and replacing 
it with a system in which Christianity is supreme. As a 
practical matter, the movement put the full force of God 
on the side of free-market capitalism. In that sense, Wag-
ner and his colleagues had found the answer to liberation 
theology that they’d been seeking for decades.

Wagner, who died in 2016, wrote dozens of addi-
tional books with titles such as Dominion! and Church-
quake! The movement allowed Christianity to be 
changed and updated, embracing the idea that God was 
raising new apostles and prophets who could not only 
interpret ancient scripture but deliver “fresh words”    and 
dreams from heaven on a rolling, even daily basis. One 
of Wagner’s most talented acolytes, a preacher named 
Lance Wallnau, repackaged the concept of domin-
ionism into what he popularized as the “7 Mountain 
Mandate,” essentially an action plan for how Christians 
could dominate the seven spheres of life— government, 
education, media, and the four others posted on the 
walls like targets at Gateway House of Prayer.

What happened next is the story of these ideas 
spreading far and wide into an American culture primed 
to accept them. Churches interested in growing found 
that the NAR formula worked, delivering followers 
a sense of purpose and value in the Kingdom. Many 
started hosting “7M” seminars and o¹ ering coaching 
and webinars, which often drew   wealthy businesspeople 
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into the fold. After the 2016 election, a group of the 
nation’s ultra-wealthy conservative Christians organized 
as an invitation-only charity called Ziklag, a reference 
to the biblical city where David found refuge during 
his war against King Saul. According to an investigation 
by ProPublica, the group stated in internal documents 
that its purpose was to “take dominion over the Seven 
Mountains.” Wallnau is an adviser.

By last year, 42 percent of American Christians agreed 
with the statement “God wants Christians to stand atop 
the ‘7 Mountains of Society,’ ” according to Paul Djupe, 
a Denison University political scientist who has been 
developing new surveys to capture what he and others 
describe as a “fundamental shift” in American Christian-
ity. Roughly 61 percent agreed with the statement that 
“there are modern-day apostles and prophets.” Roughly 
half agreed that “there are demonic ‘principalities’ and 
‘powers’ who control physical territory,” and that the 
Church should “organize campaigns of spiritual warfare 
and prayer to displace high-level demons.” 

Overall, Djupe told me, the nation continues to 
become more secular. In 1991, only 6 percent of Amer-
icans identi� ed as nonreligious, a � gure that is now 
about 30 percent. But the Christians who remain are 
becoming more radical.

“� ey are taking on these extreme beliefs that give 
them a sense of power—they believe they have the 
power to change the nature of the Earth,” Djupe said. 
“� e adoption of these sort    of beliefs is happening 
incredibly fast.”

The ideas have seeped into Trumpworld, influ-
encing the agenda known as Project 2025, as well as 
proposals set forth by the America First Policy Insti-
tute. A new book called Unhumans, co-authored by 
the far-right conspiracy theorist Jack Posobiec and 
endorsed by J. D. Vance, describes political opponents 
as “unhumans” who want to “undo civilization itself ” 

and who currently   “run operations in media, govern-
ment, education, economy, family, religion, and arts 
and entertainment”— the seven mountains. � e book 
argues that these “unhumans” must be “crushed.”

“Our study of history has brought us to this con-
clusion: Democracy has never worked to protect inno-
cents from the un humans,” the authors write. “It is 
time to stop playing by rules they won’t.”    

 y  own frame of refer-
ence for what evangelical 
Christianity looked like 
was wooden pews, the 
ladies’ handbell choir, 
and chicken casseroles 
for the homebound. � e 
Southern Baptists of my 

childhood had no immediate reason to behave like 
insurgents. � ey had dominated Alabama for decades, 
mostly blessing   the status quo. When I got an assign-
ment a few years ago to write about why evangelicals 
were still backing Trump, I mistakenly thought that 
the Baptists were where the action was on the Christian 
right. I was working for � e Washington Post then, and 
like many journalists, commentators, and researchers 
who study religion, I was far behind.

Where I ended up one Sunday in 2021 was a church 
in Fort Worth, Texas, called Mercy Culture. Roughly 
1,500 people were streaming through the doors for one 
of four weekend services, one of which was in Spanish. 
Ushers o¥ ered earplugs. A store carried books about 
spiritual warfare. Inside the sanctuary, the people � ll-
ing the seats were white, Black, and brown;   they were 
working-class and professionals and unemployed; they 
were former drug addicts and porn addicts and social-
media addicts; they were young men and women who 
believed their homosexual tendencies to be the work 
of Satan. I met a young woman who told me she was 
going to Montana to “prophesy over the land.” I met 
a young man contemplating a future as a missionary, 
who told me, “If I have any choice, I want to die like 
the disciples.” � ey had the drifty air of hippies, but 
their counterculture was pure Kingdom. 

They faced a huge video screen showing swirling 
stars, crashing waves, and apocalyptic images, includ-
ing a mushroom cloud. A digital clock was counting 
down, and when it hit zero, a band—keyboard, guitars, 
drums—began blasting music that reminded you of some   
pop song you couldn’t quite place, from some world you’d 
left behind when you came through the doors. Lights 
 ̈ashed. Machine-made fog drifted through the crowd. 

People waved colored  ̈ags, calling the Holy Spirit in 
for a landing. Cameras swooped around, zooming in 
on a grown man crying and a woman lying prostrate, 

C. Peter 
Wagner

 y  own frame 

was wooden pews, the 
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praying. Eventually, the pastor, a young man in skinny 
jeans, came onstage and demon-mapped the whole city 
of Fort Worth. � e west side was controlled by the prin-
cipality of Greed, the north by the demonic spirit of 
Rebellion; the south belonged to Lust  . He spoke of sur-
rendering to God’s laws. And at one point, he endorsed 
a Church elder running for mayor, describing the cam-
paign as “the beginning of a righteous movement.” 

Walking across the bleak, hot parking lot to my 
rental car afterward, I could understand how people 

were drawn into their realm. After that, I started see-
ing the futuristic world of the NAR all over the place. 
Sprawling megachurches outside Atlanta, Phoenix, and 
Harrisburg with Broadway-level production values; 
lower-budget operations in strip malls and the husks 
of defunct traditional churches. Lots of screens, lots of 
� ags. Conferences with names like Open the Heavens. A 
training course called Vanquish Academy where people 
could learn “advanced prophetic weaponry” and “dream 
intelligence.” Schools such as Kingdom University, in O

L
D
 
B
O
O
K
S
 
I
M
A
G
E
S
 
/
 
A
L
A
M
Y
;
 

S
T
O
R
M
S
 
M
E
D
I
A
 
G
R
O
U
P
 
/
 
A
L
A
M
Y

0225_WEL_McCrummen_NAR [Print]_20350773.indd   46 12/16/2024   2:51:32 PM



      47

Tennessee, where students can learn their “Kingdom 
Assignment.” In a way, the movement was a world with 
its own language. People spoke of convergence and align-
ment and demon portals and whether certain businesses 
were Kingdom or not.

In 2023, I met a woman who believed that her King-
dom assignment was to buy an entire mountain for God, 
and did. It is in northwestern Pennsylvania, and she lives 
on top of it with her husband. � ey are always � nd-
ing what she called “God signs,” such as feathers on the 

porch. Like many in the movement, she didn’t attend 
church very often. But every day, she followed online 
prophets and apostles such as Dutch Sheets, an acolyte 
of Wagner’s who has hundreds of thousands of followers 
and is known for interpreting dreams. 

In 2016, Sheets began embracing prophecies 
that God was using Trump, telling fellow prophets 
and apostles that his victory would bring “new lev-
els of demonic desperation.” In the aftermath of the 
2020 election, Sheets began releasing daily prophetic 

Faith leaders, 
including major 
� gures in the 
New Apostolic 
Reformation 
movement, pray 
with Donald 
Trump at the 
White House 
in 2019. 
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updates called Give Him 15, casting Trump’s attempt 
to steal the election as a great spiritual battle against the 
forces of darkness. In the days before the insurrection, 
Sheets described a dream in which he was charging on 
horseback to the U.S. Capitol to stand for the King-
dom. Although he was not in Washington, D.C., on 
January 6, many of his followers were, some carrying 
the Appeal to Heaven � ag he’d popularized. Others 
from Wagner’s old inner circle were there too. Wall-
nau streamed live from near the U.S. Capitol that day 
and, that night, from the Trump International Hotel. 
Cindy Jacobs conducted spiritual warfare   just outside 
the Capitol as rioters were smashing their way inside, 
telling her followers that the Lord had given her a vision 
“that they would break through and go all the way to 
the top.” In his most recent book, � e Violent Take It by 
Force, the scholar Matthew Taylor details the role that 
major NAR leaders played that day, calling them “the 
principal theological architects” of the insurrection.

At the Pennsylvania statehouse, I met an apostle 
named Abby Abildness, whom I came to understand as 
a kind of Kingdom diplomat. It was the spring of 2023, 
and she had recently returned from Iraqi Kurdistan, 
where she had met with Kurdish leaders she believed 
to be descended from King Solomon, and who she said 
wanted “holy governance to go forth.”

I watched YouTube videos of prophets broadcasting 
from their basements. I watched a streaming show called 
FlashPoint, where apostles and prophets deliver news 
from God; guests have included Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu, because another dimension of 
the NAR is that the movement is a prominent advocate 
of Christian Zionism.

I came to understand how the movement amounts to 
a sprawling political machine. © e apostles and prophets, 
speaking for God, decide which candidates and policies 
advance the Kingdom. © e movement’s prayer networks 
and newsletters amount to voter lists and voter guides. A 
growing ecosystem of podcasts and streaming shows such 
as FlashPoint amounts to a Kingdom media empire. And 
the overall vision of the movement means that people 
are not engaged just during election years but, like the 
people at Gateway House of Prayer, 24/7.

As November’s election neared, I watched the whole 
juggernaut crank into action to return Trump to the 
White House. Wallnau, in partnership with the Trump-
aligned America First Policy Institute, promoted an 
e  ̄ort called Project 19, targeting voters in 19 swing 
counties. He also launched something called the Cour-
age Tour, which similarly targeted swing states, and I 
attended one event in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. It looked 
like an old-fashioned tent revival, except that it was 
also an aggressive pro-Trump mobilization e  ̄ort. Wall-
nau dabbed frankincense oil onto foreheads, anointing 

voters into God’s army. Another speaker said that 
Kamala Harris would be a “devil in the White House.” 
Others cast Democrats as agents of Lucifer, and human 
history as a struggle between the godless forces of secular 
humanism and God’s will for humankind.

A march called “A Million Women” on the 
National Mall drew tens of thousands of people and 
culminated with the smashing of an altar representing 
demonic strongholds in America. With the Capitol 
dome as their backdrop, people took turns bashing the 
altar as music surged and others prayed, and when it 
was rubble, the prophet Lou Engle declared, “We’re 
going to point to the north, south, and east, and west, 
and command America! © e veil has been ripped!”

© e NAR movement was a major source of the “low-
propensity voters”   who backed Trump. Frederick Clark-
son, a senior research    analyst with Political Research Asso-
ciates, which tracks antidemocratic movements, has been 
documenting the rise of the NAR for years, and warning 
about its theocratic goals. He believes that a certain con-
descension, and perhaps failure of imagination, has kept 
outsiders from understanding what he has come to see as 
the most signi  ́cant religious movement of the 21st cen-
tury, and one that poses a profound threat to democracy.

“Certain segments of society have not been willing to 
understand where these people are coming from,” Clark-
son told me. “For me, it’s part of the story of our times. 
It’s a movement that has continued to rise, gathered polit-
ical strength, attracted money, built institutions. And the 
broad center-left doesn’t understand what’s happening.”

 hich leaves the ques-
tion of what happens now.

© e movement certainly 
aligns with many goals of 
the Christian right: a total 
abortion ban, an end to 
gay marriage and LGBTQ 
rights.   Traditional family 
is the fundamental unit of 

God’s perfect order. In theory, a·  rmative action, welfare 
programs, and other social-justice measures would be 
unnecessary because in the Kingdom, as Abildness, the 
Pennsylvania apostle, and her husband once explained to 
me, there is no racism and no identity other than child 
of God. “© ose that oppose us think we are dangerous,” 
her husband told me, describing a vision of life governed 
by God’s will. “But this is better for everyone. © ere 
wouldn’t be homelessness. We’d be caring for each other.”

Matthew Taylor told me he sees the movement 
merging seamlessly into “the MAGA blob,” with the 
prophets and apostles casting whatever Trump does as 
part of God’s plan, and rebuking any dissent. “It’s the 
synchronization with Trump that is most alarming,” he 

broad center-left doesn’t understand what’s happening.”
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“You’ll be happy with the changes God br ings,” 
a woman reassured me. “You’ll be happy.”

said. “� e agenda now is Trump. And that’s how popu-
list authoritarianism works. It starts out as a coalition, 
as a shotgun marriage, and eventually the populism 
and authoritarianism takes over.”

In another sense, the movement has never been 
about policies or changes to the law; it’s always been 
about the larger goal of dismantling the institutions of 
secular government to clear the way for the Kingdom. 
It is about God’s total victory.

“Buckle up, buttercup!” Wallnau said on his pod-
cast shortly after the election. “Because you’re going 
to be watching a whole new rede� nition of what the 
reformation looks like as Christians engage every sector 
of society. Christ is not quarantined any longer. We’re 
going into all the world.”

On the day after the election, I went to Life  Center, 
the NAR church where Elon Musk had spoken a couple 
of weeks earlier. � e mood was jubilant. A pastor spoke 
of “years of oppression” and said that “we are at a time 
on the other side of a victory for our nation that God 
alone—that God alone—orchestrated for us.”

� e music pounded, and people cheered, and after 
that, a prominent prophet named Joseph Garlington 
delivered a sermon. He was a guest speaker, and he 
o© ered what sounded like the � rst hint of dissent I’d 
heard in a long time. He talked about undocumented 
immigrants and asked people to consider whether it 
might be possible that God was sending them to the 
U.S. so they could build the Kingdom.

“What if they are part of the harvest?” he said. “He 
didn’t send us to them; maybe he’s sending them to us.”

It was a striking moment. Life Center, Mercy 
Culture, and many other churches in the movement 
have large numbers of Latinos in their congregations. 
In 2020, Trump kicked o©  his outreach to evangeli-
cal voters at a Miami megachurch called El Rey Jesús, 
headed by a prominent Honduran American apostle 
named Guillermo Maldonado. I wondered how the 
apostles and prophets would react to the mass deporta-
tions Trump had proposed. Garlington continued that 
Trump was “God’s choice,” but that the election was 
just one battle in the ultimate struggle. He told people 
that it’s “time for war,” language I kept hearing in other 
NAR circles even after the election. He told people to 
prepare to lose friends and family as the Kingdom of 
God marched on in the days ahead. He told them to 
separate from the wicked.

“If you’ve got a child and he says, ‘Come and let 
us go serve other gods,’ go tell on him. Tell them, ‘I’ve 

got a kid who is saying we need to serve other gods. 
Can you help me kill him?’ ” Garlington said he wasn’t 
being literal about the last part. “But you need to rebuke 
them,” he said. “You need to say, ‘Honey, if you keep 
on that path, there’s a place reserved in hell for you.’ ”

This was also a theme the next day at Gateway 
House of Prayer, where I waited to learn my own fate, 
as people began praying in tongues and free-forming   in 
English as the Holy Spirit gave them words. 

“We’re asking for a full overturning in the media,” a 
man said. “We’re asking for all the media to turn away 
from being propagandists to    being truth tellers.”

“� eir eyes need to be opened,” a woman said. “� ey 
don’t know God at all. � ey think they know all these 
things because they’re so educated and worldly. But they 
do not see God … And that’s what we need. � e harvest.”

“� e reformation,” the grandmother added.
“� e reformation,” the woman said.
At one point, a man questioned me: “� e whole 

world knows � e Atlantic is a left-wing, Marxist-type 
publication. Why would you choose to go and work 
there?” At another point, the group leader defended me: 
“I feel the Lord has called her to be a truth seeker.” At 
another point, the grandmother spoke of a prophecy 
she’d heard recently about punish ment for the wicked. 
“� ere are millstones being made in Heaven,” she said. 
“Straight up. � ere’s millstones.” Another woman spoke 
of “God’s angry judgment” for the disobedient.

“� ere’s a lot of people that are going to change their 
minds,” a man said.

“You’ll be happy with the changes God brings,” a 
woman reassured me. “You’ll be happy.”

� is went on for a while. I wasn’t sure where it was 
going until the leader of the group decided that I should 
leave. She could not have been nicer about it. She spoke 
of God’s absolute love, and absolute truth, and absolute 
justice, and then I headed for the door.

A few women followed me into the lobby, apologiz-
ing that it had come to this. � ey were sorry for me, 
as believers in the movement were sorry for all of the 
people who were lost and confused by this moment in 
America—the doubters, the  atheists, the  gay people, 
Muslims, Buddhists, Democrats, journalists, and all 
the godless who had not yet submitted to what they 
knew to be true. � e Kingdom was here, and the only 
question was whether you were in,    or out. 

Stephanie McCrummen is a sta�  writer at � e Atlantic.
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a Wednesday morning in October 2014, in a garage in the woods 
of Pennsylvania, Tommy Trotta tried on some new jewelry: a set 
of rings belonging to the baseball great Yogi Berra. Each hunk of 
gold bore a half-carat diamond and the words New York Yankees 
World Champions. �e team had given them to Berra for each 
of his 10 World Series victories— no player had ever won more.

Trotta, a balding 39-year-old who lived with his wife and two 
kids in Scranton, had grown up a Yankees fan. He’d dreamed as a 
boy of one day joining the team. Berra had been the favorite player 
of his beloved godmother, who gave Trotta his �rst Yankees uniform 
when he was a toddler and took him to games at Yankee Stadium.

Trotta never competed past Little League. But there was more 
than one way into a hall of fame. In a methodically planned heist 
in the dark and rain of that October morning, he’d climbed 
onto a balcony at the Yogi Berra Museum & Learning Center, in 
Little Falls, New Jersey, carrying a du©el bag of tools and dressed 
entirely in black. He’d cut through a double-reinforced window 
built to withstand foul balls from an adjoining stadium. �en he’d 
used a 20-volt DeWalt grinder, with a �re-rescue blade, to slice 
open a bulletproof display case labeled Baseball’s Ring Leader.

Berra’s rings now glinted on Trotta’s hands. �ey evoked for 
him a magni�cent time before his own birth: the mid-century 
years when Berra had won World Series after World Series with 
teammates such as Joe DiMaggio, Roger Maris, and Mickey Man-
tle. How many men besides Berra— and now Trotta— would 
ever know the feeling of those rings on their �ngers? How many 
besides Trotta could sense the weight of all those victories, then 
destroy every last ounce of it for cash?

In the garage in the Pennsylvania woods, an electric melting 
furnace was reaching a programmed temperature of more than 
1,900 degrees Fahrenheit. Trotta handed Berra’s rings to a friend, 
who used jewelers’ tools to pluck out the diamonds and cut up 
the rings. �e dismembered rings were then dropped into the fur-
nace, where they lique�ed into a featureless mass of molten gold. 

M i n i n g  h a s a proud history in the parts of northeastern 
Pennsylvania that Trotta and his crew called home. Scranton, 
the biggest city there, was named after a pair of brothers who 
exploited the region’s rich deposits of iron and coal. But where 
earlier generations had descended into the ground for raw min-
erals, Trotta broke through windows. His mother lode was the 
championship rings, belts, and trophies— veined with precious 
metals and gemstones— that sat, almost for the taking, inside 
low-security sports museums across America. 

Trotta so perfected this niche line of burglary that he evaded the 
FBI and more than a dozen police agencies for two decades. His 
longevity was all the more remarkable given the size and makeup of 
his crew: three friends he’d known since grade school; his cousin’s 
�ancé; Trotta’s eldest sister, Dawn; two of her ex-boyfriends; and a 
neighbor of one of the exes. By day, they had normal jobs: plumber, 
carpenter, building contractor, bar owner, mechanic, Uber driver, 
real-estate closing agent. By night, they allegedly served as Trotta’s 
getaway drivers, tool makers, and assistants.

Trotta told me his story last year, while he was on pretrial release, 
awaiting sentencing. He has pleaded guilty to a single count of 
theft of major artwork, as part of a cooperation agreement with 
federal prosecutors who have indicted and are seeking to convict 
his entire crew. I interviewed Trotta in his lawyer’s oºce, at the 
apartment he shared with Dawn, and over a few meals and car 
rides. �is article draws on those conversations and on details in the 
federal indictments, police records, and other public documents.

Trotta stands at about 5 foot 8 and has a round, expressive 
face— cleft chin, narrow eyes, jutting nose and lips. He speaks like 
an earnest 10-year-old telling of adventures so grand, he can barely 
sit still. He turns 50 this year. He hides his bald head beneath a 
newsboy cap; his once lean, CrossFit-hardened body has grown 
pear-shaped and wobbly. “Fat Elvis,” he told me.

Trotta claims now to know what he never grasped during a 
lifetime of thieving: the pain he caused people, particularly the 
families and fans of the sports heroes whose hard-won trophies 
he’d plundered. Yogi Berra was nearing his 90th birthday— his 
last—and grieving the recent death of his wife, Carmen, when 
Trotta broke into the museum that October, stealing 16 of Berra’s 
baseball rings and two of his MVP plaques.

“I’m hated in the sports world,” Trotta told me. “I’m hated 
at a very deep level.”

T r ot ta  f e lt  a s  t h o u g h  he was born to steal. “In the 
blood” was how he put it, and it wasn’t just a metaphor. His 
father— �omas Trotta Sr., known as “Big Tom” to Trotta’s “Little 
Tommy”— served as a police oºcer in Passaic, New Jersey, for 
seven years before discovering that he liked the other side of the 
law better. In March 1976, nine months after Trotta was born, 
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his father accepted $750 from an associate of the Genovese crime 
family to torch a Hackensack dance club. A jury convicted him 
of arson and conspiracy, and a state judge sentenced him to two 
to three years in prison, rejecting any “sentimental concern for 
the family of a crooked cop.” 

Big Tom was a Vietnam War veteran, fond of camou�age, jean 
shorts, and exotic �rearms. Four months after leaving prison, he 
held up a Rite Aid pharmacy and was quickly caught. Later he 
ran heroin and cocaine for a New Jersey drug ring. Little Tommy 
was 15 years old—and watching from the back seat—when FBI 
agents yanked his dad out of the driver’s seat of the family car to 
arrest him. (Trotta Sr. agreed to testify against his associates and 
was sentenced to 22 months in prison.) 

Big Tom may not have been cut out to be a successful arsonist, 
stickup man, or drug tra�cker, but he did better as a thief, sup-
porting his family without once getting caught. To steal without 
violence was a sly art, and Little Tommy loved when his dad asked 
for help. Where other fathers took their sons �shing, Trotta’s 
dad took his to steal salmon from a hatchery. Where other dads 
took their kids to see historical sites, Big Tom took his son to 
loot them: Little Tommy, at age 11, would look out for rangers 
at the Gettysburg battle�eld at night as his father dug up Civil 
War artifacts with a metal detector and spade.

�ey’d moved from northern New Jersey to rural Pennsylvania 
in 1986, supposedly to escape the corrupting in�uences of city life. 
But it was there, in tiny Madison Township—on a former hay farm, 
o¢ a dirt road, 15 miles east of Scranton—that Trotta’s criminal 

education began in earnest. His sister Dawn, who was four years 
older, had started dating a boy named Nicholas Dombek, a �oppy-
haired blond who’d quit school, robbed a gas station, and moved 
in with the Trottas after having had enough of his own parents. 
Dombek became a kind of older brother to Trotta, and a second son 
to Big Tom. (Dombek did not respond to requests for comment.)

Big Tom mentored Dombek in home and commercial bur-
glary; Dombek, in turn, mentored Trotta; and by high school, 
Trotta had helped turn a group of boys he’d known since he was 
about 11 into a surprisingly disciplined band of thieves.

�e gang would listen to idle talk among schoolmates and 
neighbors to �gure out when houses might be un occupied or 
stores �ush with cash. �en they’d strike, syncing their move-
ments over walkie-talkies and �eeing on ATVs and snowmobiles 
(also stolen) down wooded trails that police cars couldn’t reach. 
Trotta never used weapons: His code was always to run if spotted. 
But in other ways he could be ruthless. He stole $6,000 from the 
home of a schoolmate’s great-grandmother, he told me, then gave 
the boy a cut for his advice on how to do it. And he stole a safe 
from a clothing shop managed by his own girlfriend. Police inter-
rogated the girlfriend, who had no idea he was responsible, but 
Trotta didn’t mind. �e suspicion that fell on innocent employees 
after his burglaries, he said, “was good for me.” 

After graduating from North Pocono High School, in 1994, 
Trotta got a student loan and enrolled in a six-month vocational- 
training course in alarm-system technology. He learned that 
you could disable an alarm by ripping its control panel— or 

THE TROTTA SIBLINGS POSE  

WITH THEIR FATHER’S GUNS.
THOMAS TROTTA SR., OR “BIG TOM”
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“brain”— o� the wall. He found out that many motion detec-
tors had a “pet alley,” an unmonitored area near the �oor for 
small animals. And he discovered that most alarms had a built-in 
delay: 60 to 90 seconds between when a sensor was tripped and 
when security was called. �e feature was designed to reduce false 
alarms by giving owners time to punch in a code if they triggered 
the system accidentally. Trotta took away a di�erent lesson: If a 
burglar got in and out in under 90 seconds, he could vanish into 
the night before anyone knew he’d been there. �is insight, more 
than any other, became the basis for the next phase of his career.

In August 1999,  Keystone College, in La Plume, Pennsylvania, 
held a celebration for its most famous alumnus: the Baseball Hall of 
Famer Christy Mathewson, who pitched for the New York Giants 
from 1900 to 1916 and won an astonishing 373 games. Mathew-
son had helped invent the fadeaway pitch and was nicknamed the 
“Christian Gentleman” for his refusal to play on Sundays. 

Trotta was invited to the festivities by a baseball-card dealer 
he knew. �ey watched a one-man show about Mathewson’s 
life, then walked to the gym for an exhibit of memorabilia that 
Mathewson’s widow had given the school. Keystone’s athletic 
director was such an exuberant promoter of Mathewson’s legacy 

that she slid open a case to give visitors close-ups of the most 
thrilling items: Mathewson’s 1902 contract with the Giants; his 
1916 contract with the Cincinnati Reds; and a World’s Champi-
ons jersey he wore after winning the 1905 World Series, its right 
sleeve cut o� at the elbow for friction-free pitching.

Trotta didn’t think much of any of it until the car ride home, 
when his friend casually said that the Mathewson memorabilia in 
that one case might be worth more than half a million dollars. It 
was the most interesting thing Trotta had heard all evening.

He called Joe Atsus— a member of the thieving crew he’d 
known since middle school— the moment he got home. As Atsus 
made his way to the house, Trotta dug out a ski mask, a crowbar, 
and a pair of walkie-talkies. When they got to the Keystone gym, 
after midnight, Trotta noticed a parked car near the glass side 
door he’d planned to break through, and a plugged-in vacuum 
cleaner just inside. If a janitor was there, they’d momentarily 
stepped away. Trotta was reaching for his crowbar to smash the 
door when it occurred to him to try the handle. �e door was 
unlocked. Trotta ran to the display, jimmied the sliding glass free 
of its ratchet lock, and grabbed the jersey and contracts. He was 
in and out, he recalled, in about 25 seconds. “It was like it was 
meant to just be taken,” he told me. P
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Trot ta  continued  to burglarize homes to cover his day-
to-day living expenses; unlike his assistants, he had no other job. 
But homes were haystacks: Somewhere in all that clutter, you’d 
maybe �nd an antique, a gun, some jewelry, but nothing to make 
you truly rich. Exhibits like Mathewson’s, Trotta realized, were 
clutter-free—everything in them was precious. If you could snag 
half a million dollars in memorabilia in half a minute from a col-
lege gym, imagine the takings in an actual museum.

�e most prestigious museum in northeastern Pennsylvania 
was right there in Scranton. Founded by a local physician in 1908, 
the Everhart Museum had a diverse collection that ranged from 
a Tyrannosaurus rex skull to paintings by important artists. In 
2000, a year after the Mathewson heist, the Everhart made head-
lines when it proposed strengthening its �nances by selling its one 
Matisse. �e painting, a 1920 still life called Pink Shrimp, had 
been appraised at more than $4 million. Trotta and his crew set 
in motion a plan to steal it; they began by �lming the museum’s 
layout with camcorders while pretending to be tourists.

�ey lost their chance when the museum abruptly sold the 
Matisse. But Trotta was undeterred. On a return visit, he started 
talking about the painting with a guard, who mentioned that 
another artwork was probably worth more: Springs Winter, a movie-
poster-size drip painting attributed to Jackson Pollock. 

Over the next �ve years, Trotta, Dombek, and other mem-
bers of the crew took turns visiting— and at times �lming— the 
museum. �ey mapped the location of each security camera and 
motion detector, each entry and egress. In bed at night, Trotta 
replayed the footage obsessively, until he felt he could walk the 
museum blindfolded. �e heist’s exact timing would depend, in 
a sense, on the gods: �e crew needed a storm to hit Scranton 
between 2 a.m. and dawn. From burglarizing houses as teens, 
they knew that bad weather slowed the police and mu�ed the 
sound of breaking glass. Rain or snow was particularly e�ec-
tive an hour or two after bars closed, when police— tired after 
the usual arrests— tended to lose steam and become, in Trotta’s 
phrase, less “peppy.”

But all of those plans were set aside one early morning in 
November 2005, when a giant brawl erupted at a Scranton 
bar called Whistles. Trotta, Joe Atsus, and another schoolmate, 
Damien Boland— whose great-grandmother’s house Trotta had 
burglarized years earlier— were having a drink when the melee 
(which they’d played no part in) drew seemingly every last police 
cruiser to Whistles’ front door.

Let’s do it now, Trotta told his friends. He had no ax, no crow-
bar, no ski mask. But a huge bar �ght near closing time was a 
diversion as providential as a 3 a.m. downpour. He had more luck 
still when his friends dropped him o� behind the museum: A 
large tent— erected for the Everhart’s annual ball the next night— 
blocked sight lines to the back door.

After failing to kick in the door, Trotta grabbed a ladder beside 
the tent and used it as a battering ram, bashing a hole in the glass 
and crawling through it. In the pitch dark, he bounded up the 
stairs to the second-£oor gallery. He removed the Pollock from 
the wall and, on the spur of the moment, took an Andy Warhol 
silk screen, La Grande Passion, right near it. He was downstairs, 

out the hole, and in his pickup in less than a minute. “We’re rich!” 
Atsus said, according to court documents.

But by sunup, Trotta was so convinced of his imminent arrest 
that he pulled a lawn chair into his driveway and just sat there, 
waiting for the police. Lacking a mask, he’d improvised inside 
the museum by lifting his sweater over his nose, like some Looney 
Tunes bandit. Worse, it was a colorful sweater, which anyone at 
the bars he’d visited the previous evening might recognize. 

Yet by the end of the day, no police had showed. �e Scranton 
Times-Tribune soon reported that the museum’s surveillance cam-
eras were under repair and not working that night. 

Trotta’s relief was replaced by a new anxiety, captured in a 
front-page Times-Tribune headline the next day: “FBI: ‘No Mar-
ket for Stolen Art.’ ” “�e true art in an art theft is not stealing 
the material,” Robert Wittman, then the FBI’s lead art-crime 
investigator, told the newspaper. “It’s selling it.”

No one had linked the Everhart and Mathewson heists, but 
word of both had spread among museums, dealers, and collectors. 
Anyone who tried to sell the Pollock and the Warhol— together 
potentially worth millions— or the Mathewson memorabilia would 
almost certainly be discovered. Buyers, for their part, could face both 
civil and criminal liability, having no credible excuse for ignorance. 

At �rst Trotta thought he could sell the items, no problem, 
once the �ve-year statute of limitations for theft expired. Later he 
realized his error: Under federal laws governing museum crime, 
 prosecutors had as many as 20 years to bring charges. In despera-
tion, he sent a videotape of the art and memorabilia to his father, 
to see if any of Big Tom’s underworld connections might bite. “I 
can’t move this,” his dad eventually reported back.

A few months after the Everhart job, one of Trotta’s crew saw 
an article in Electric City, an alternative Scranton weekly. Arthur 
Byron Phillips, an eccentric artist who had loaned the Pollock to 
the museum, was o�ering a biblical-sounding reward. “Return the 
purported Pollock to him,” the paper said, “and he’ll grace your 
palms with silver.” Phillips told reward seekers to be prepared to 
verify their bona �des by naming the gallery on the painting’s 
reverse side: “Anyone coming up with that name will prove that 
they have the actual picture.” 

Hot art might not be sellable, Trotta realized, but apparently 
it could be ransomed. He found a gas station with a pay phone, 
checked for security cameras, and dialed.
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“�e Parsons Gallery,” Trotta said.
Phillips replied after a long silence. “You have my attention.”
“I want a million dollars in cash. Don’t call the police.”
“I don’t have a million dollars in cash.”
“�en you’ll never see the painting again,” Trotta said, hanging up.
When Trotta passed the gas station the next day, the pay 

phone was gone. He suspected that Phillips had called the FBI. 
�e phone was likely on its way to a crime lab. Trotta was glad 
he’d wiped his �ngerprints o� his quarters. But he’d screwed up 
again: He’d asked for too much. “If we went, ‘$50,000,’ I tell you 
what—he pays, he gets his painting back, okay?”

Dombek eventually decided that art was dangerous. Accord-
ing to prosecutors, he burned a painting by the Hudson River 
School artist Jasper Cropsey— valued at $500,000 and stolen 
by Trotta from a New Jersey museum— rather than risk getting 
caught with it. Dombek was like that. Whereas Trotta shone at 
getting loot, Dombek always had ideas about what to do with it.

The garage  Nicholas Dombek had built, on the six acres he 
lived on in �ornhurst Township, was essentially an improvised 
chemistry lab. Its long shelves were lined with beakers, drop-
pers, funnels, jugs, calipers, and cookers, alongside containers of 
various acids, powders, and solutions. Chemical formulas were 
hand written on the walls beside what appeared to be personal 
a�rmations. Dreams are extremly [sic] important You can’t 
do it unless You imagine it, read one. Another read Always 
keep secrets. It wasn’t necessarily the science that Dombek’s 
father and older brother taught in the public schools (his dad 
had a master’s degree in chemistry from Bucknell University), 
but it re·ected at least some of what he’d picked up before quit-
ting school after eighth grade and moving in with the Trottas. 

�ough Dombek would later testify in court that he was trying 
to change the bond of water “to cure cancer,” his successes tended 

to the more pedestrian: S-hooks for attaching stolen license plates 
to getaway cars; a spiked metal ball for pulverizing reinforced glass; a 
chain that trucks could use to rip ATMs o� their base. Dawn Trotta, 
who dated Dombek as a teenager and remained friends with him, 
recalled his particular facility for annihilating cars for her father, who 
helped people dispose of them for insurance money. “Nick could 
disappear a vehicle in hours,” she told me. Among the literature 
Dombek kept handy were �e Anarchist Cookbook, A Field Guide 
to Rocks and Minerals, and Recovery and Re�ning of Precious Metals.

After the Mathewson and Everhart fiascoes, Trotta told 
me, Dombek had one of his ideas. �e thing that made most 
museum pieces valuable— their status as unique, instantly recog-
nizable objects— was also the thing that made them unsellable. 
But what if you scrapped a museum piece, almost like you did 
a car? Could certain one-of-a-kind objects be remade, in a lab, 
into tradable commodities? 

I n  M a rc h  2 0 1 1 ,  Trotta stole 13 silver golf trophies from 
the Country Club of Scranton during an overnight storm, then 
delivered them to Dombek’s garage. Five had been awarded to 
the club’s most illustrious member: Art Wall Jr., who had won 
the 1959 Masters at Augusta National, beating the defending 
champion, Arnold Palmer.

�e trophies buckled under the heat of Dombek’s torches and 
furnaces, then puddled and cooled into an untraceable blob of 
silver. (As Dombek re�ned his methods, the blobs would come 
to look less “criminal”—as Trotta put it—and more like profes-
sionally made ingots, in the shape of bars or pucks.) Lumps of 
metal might sell for a tiny fraction of what the original objects, 
with their feel-good history, would have fetched in a legal mar-
ket, but there was no legal market. Trotta drove the silver blob to 
precious-metals dealers in Manhattan’s Diamond District, who 
bought it for about $6,000, no questions asked.
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A business model was born, and Trotta— newly married, with 
a wife to support— dedicated himself to its perfection. He began 
mornings now on his laptop at the local Starbucks or Dunkin’, 
Googling for websites where the words gold, silver, or diamonds
showed up alongside terms such as museum and display. When a 
promising target appeared in the search results, he’d immediately 
drive, for hours sometimes, to see it; some were mining museums, 
but far more were halls of fame or sports museums, many of them 
in small towns. (�e crew cased the National Baseball Hall of 
Fame, in Cooperstown, New York, for years, but gave up after 
discovering that the diamonds on the championship belt they 
were after had been replaced by inexpensive replicas.) 

Trotta’s reconnaissance grew bolder. On return visits to a tar-
get, he’d often bring his sister Dawn’s two preschool-age kids, 
which gave him cover to �lm its interior under the guise of record-
ing his little loved ones. He’d ask his niece and nephew to walk 
over to certain windows, to see if their movements made lights 
blip on nearby motion detectors. (Dawn told me she appreciated 
the child care and was unaware of her brother’s ulterior motives.)

When it was Dombek’s turn to visit a target, he’d discreetly tap 
display cases with a penny, Trotta told me, to glean from the sound 
whether the glass was easily breakable or bulletproof—information 
that helped Trotta decide whether to bring his DeWalt grinder, 
Estwing camper’s ax, or center punch on heist night. With each 
successful job, Trotta became more convinced that his “dorky” 
face— together with the button-down shirts he wore on museum 
visits— made him look like the most generic of American tourists.

When the weather app on their phones showed storms near-
ing a target, Dombek, like a football coach, would chalk arrows 
and X’s on his garage �oor, diagramming Trotta’s path through 
a museum. �en, in Dombek’s yard, Trotta would rehearse the 
moves at full speed, tracking his times on a stopwatch. 

Dawn did her part by renting cars at the Scranton airport, then 
handing the keys to her brother. Not only did rentals rarely break 
down; they were so new and clean that police tended to overlook 
them, even in the immediate aftermath of a heist. 

Trotta’s system left almost no detail unconsidered, from the 
way he activated burner phones and bleached his burglary tools 
to the music he psyched up with— AC/DC’s “�understruck” or 
Metallica’s “Enter Sandman”— before crashing through a window. 
A trophy could be stolen from a museum at 3 a.m., melted in 
Dombek’s furnace by 8 a.m., and sold in Manhattan by 1 p.m.— 
enough time to enjoy a vodka with the Russian dealers they sold to 
and to pick up a new batch of ski masks at the Army-Navy store on 
their walk back to the Port Authority garage, where they’d parked.

From the summer of 2011 through late 2013, as gold prices 
hit record highs, Trotta’s crew made nearly $500,000, more cash 
than they’d seen in their whole lives. Trotta had launched nearly 
�awless heists on the Sterling Hill Mining Museum, in Ogdens-
burg, New Jersey; the United States Golf Association museum, 
in Liberty Corner, New Jersey; the Harness Racing Museum and 
Hall of Fame, in Goshen, New York; and the National Museum of 
Racing and Hall of Fame, in Saratoga Springs, New York. Among 
the objects melted into oblivion were golf ’s historic U.S. Amateur 

Trophy; a replica of the golfer Ben Hogan’s 1953 Hickok Belt, a 
diamond-studded gold strip given to the best professional athlete 
of the year; an 18-karat Memphis Gold Challenge Cup awarded 
in 1902 to the trotting horse Lou Dillon; a silver Fabergé tureen 
that Czar Nicholas II gave to Dillon’s American owner in 1912, 
to thank him for introducing harness racing to Russia; and two 
1903 trophies designed by Ti§any, one for the Brighton Cup, 
the other for the Belmont Stakes. 

By late 2013, the FBI and the sporting press started to sus-
pect a connection among the heists. �eories ranged “from the 
common street crime variety to complex schemes worthy of ‘�e 
Sopranos,’ ” �e New York Times reported that October. A year 
later, Trotta was in and out of the Yogi Berra Museum so fast that 
nothing looked amiss from the front doors when the police got 
there, about �ve minutes after the alarm sounded. “Because of the 
rain and wind,” one o©cer wrote in a report, “our visibility was 
limited.” Not until Berra’s son Dale arrived at the museum the 
next morning— he kept an o©ce there— was the theft discovered. 

When Trotta disappeared, sometimes for days, to case or bur-
glarize a museum, he’d lie to his wife. He’d say he was in New 
Jersey doing HVAC work with Joe Atsus and Joe’s brother, Al, 
who had a contracting business. On their marriage certi�cate, in 
2009, Trotta listed his profession, falsely, as “plumber.” Trotta told 
me that his wife never asked questions, so long as money came 
in. Trotta’s parents’ relationship had worked much the same way.

The trouble began after they had children. Trotta’s wife 
started to resent his frequent absences, which left her with too 
little help around the house. One night, while Trotta was on 
his way to a museum, she called to demand that he immedi-
ately return with supplies for their 1-year-old son. “She’s like, 
‘�omas needs diapers, you mother fucker,’ ” Trotta recalled. (His 
wife, who �led for divorce in 2018, told me that she preferred B
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not to involve herself in this story, writing in an email, “I am 
ok with whatever Tommy stated.”)

Money was becoming tighter, too. Berra’s 16 rings and two 
MVP plaques— valued at $1.5 million intact— had grossed Trotta’s 
crew just $10,300 after melting. �e more he and his wife fought, 
the more he wondered how long he could keep it up: the burglar-
ies, the lies, all of it. He thought about day-trading or opening a 
restaurant. If he could pull one last job— a really big one— he’d 
have the capital to start an honest business, draw a steadier income, 
do better as a husband and dad. He was turning 40. It was time.

He found an exit the way he’d found everything else: on Google. 
In 1894, the Russian Empress Alexandra wore a spectacular crown 
at her wedding to Czar Nicholas II, the same Nicholas, incidentally, 
whose Fabergé tureen Trotta had stolen from the racing museum 
in Goshen. Some 1,535 diamonds covered six velvet-draped silver 
bands, which converged beneath a cross made of six larger dia-
monds. Trotta believed he could get $5 million in the Diamond 
District by scrapping the crown’s stones.

�e crown, he discovered, sat shockingly close to a �rst-�oor 
window in a Washington, D.C., mansion once owned by one of 
America’s wealthiest women. Marjorie Merriweather Post— the 
cereal heiress, businesswoman, and philanthropist— had pur-
chased Hillwood, as the 25-acre estate was called, in 1955 and 
�lled it with �ne art and collectibles from 18th-century Russia 
and France. In 1977, four years after her death, Hillwood opened 
to the public as a museum and gardens.

Trotta had cased it more than a dozen times before returning in 
the summer of 2015 for a crucial, �nal step. He called it a “night 
check”: hours spent in a car or in bushes, searching through bin-
oculars for guards and other nocturnal activity. Trotta was a few 
minutes from the night-check spot when he got into a shouting 
match with his wife over the phone. He was jolted out of it by a 
�ash in the street: A speed camera had photographed his vehicle, 
placing it uncomfortably close to Hillwood. He called o¤ the 
night check and drove the four hours home, furious. 

Back in Pennsylvania, he grew so impatient that he dispensed 
with his usual caution. Forget the night check, he thought. He’d 
return to Washington with a single mission: to take the crown 
and retire. He could misdirect the police by setting �re to— or, 
as he put it, “cooking”— a Hillwood outbuilding as a diversion. 

But Boland and Ralph Parry, another friend who’d agreed to 
accompany him, talked him out of the �re. “You want more 
charges?” Parry said, according to Trotta.

In the darkness of an August morning in 2015, Trotta used 
fence cutters to enter Hillwood’s grounds and a grinder to cut a 
bulletproof window some eight feet from the empress’s crown. As 
Trotta reached for his ax to smash open the display case, he heard a 
voice shout “Halt!” In the red glow of his headlamp, he glimpsed 
a man in uniform down the hall. �e Hillwood, it turned out, 
employed night guards. Trotta leaped out the window he’d entered, 
yelling, “Pop the smoke.” Boland yanked the pin from a smoke 
grenade and lobbed it behind them as they ran toward Rock Creek 
Park and forded the creek to Parry’s waiting car. (In a statement 
issued through his lawyer, Boland called Trotta an “inveterate liar” 
with “no credibility.” Parry’s lawyer did not comment.)

�e failure drove Trotta into a depression. Why hadn’t he 
returned for a night check? Why had he let his less experienced 
friends talk him out of a diversion? What was wrong with him? 

Since childhood, he’d tried to abide by the one scruple his 
father seemed to have: Don’t do drugs. But after Hillwood, as his 
marriage crumbled, he needed release. He began taking Percocet, 
a narcotic painkiller, and became hooked, paying as much as $50 
on the street for each 30-milligram tablet.

The money he made from  a 2016 heist of the Roger Maris 
Museum—all the way out in Fargo, North Dakota— hardly seemed 
worth the hours of travel. And the drugs were making him sloppy. 
He cut himself so badly breaking into the International Boxing 
Hall of Fame, in Canastota, New York, and the Franklin Mineral 
Museum, in Franklin, New Jersey, that he trailed blood on the win-
dows and �oors. All for nothing; the boxing belts turned out to be 
made of a cheap alloy, and the mining stones— tourmaline, zircon, 
alexandrite— were worthless. Some malignant force seemed to be 
conspiring against him. When he entered Harvard’s Mineralogical & 
Geological Museum, disguised as a Hasidic Jew and ready to snatch 
a large diamond in the middle of the day, the stone, which he’d 
seen every time he’d cased the museum, was no longer on display.

His edge dulled by narcotics, he returned to the petty thievery 
of his youth: houses in his own neighborhood, dinky antique 
shops, convenience-store ATMs— whatever, whenever, for 
another handful of pills.

Trot ta  was  driv ing  to a friend’s apartment in the snowy 
early morning of March 4, 2019, when a Pennsylvania state-police 
cruiser came up behind him. His Pontiac had been �shtailing on 
the slicked roads, but the troopers didn’t make a tra¬c stop until 
he inexplicably pulled over. (Trotta told me he’d wanted to let the 
car pass, not seeing its police markings until too late.) 

Trotta failed a �eld sobriety test and was charged with a DUI, 
illegal possession of controlled substances, the unauthorized use of 
someone else’s car (his cousin’s), the use of a di¤erent car’s license 
plates (his sister’s), and other motor-vehicle violations. He kept it 
together enough to refuse a blood-alcohol test: �e last thing he 
needed was anyone tying his DNA to the blood he’d shed at various 
crime scenes. At the police barracks, however, he asked for water. A 
trooper �shed his cup out of the trash and sent it to a forensics lab.
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When troopers opened the Pontiac’s trunk the next day, 
they realized that the driver might be someone other than their 
usual yahoo out past his bedtime. Inside the vehicle were bolt 
cutters, a sledgehammer, a headlamp, ski masks, walkie-talkies, 
burner phones, bits of jewelry, a checkered shirt that had been 
caught on security cameras during a recent jewelry-store heist, 
and brochures for sports museums. When Trotta met his lawyer, 
he asked what the police had found in the car. �e lawyer, a 
seasoned defense attorney named Joe D’Andrea, replied, “Every-
thing but Jimmy Ho�a.”

Nine days after Trotta’s arrest, FBI agents gathered at a state-
police barracks with law-enforcement o�cers from New Jersey, 
New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. �ey’d 
come to review a long list of burglaries with similar MOs and to 
�gure out whether Trotta was their missing link. �e DNA results 
that came in after the meeting erased all doubt.

Trotta was turning 44 that year. He’d known the core members 
of his crew since Ronald Reagan was president. �ey’d seen one 
another through graduations, marriages, kids, joblessness, sub-
stance abuse, divorce. Joe and Al Atsus were godparents to Trotta’s 
children. “If you’re robbing stu� at 11 or 12 with people, and at 
40 you’re still robbing stu� with these people,” Trotta told me, 
“you can’t actually get a closer bond than that.” He estimated that 
over their lives together, they’d done more than 1,500 burglaries.

But when he was arrested, he said, not one of them came 
to his aid. No real money for lawyers or bail. No sympathy for 
the years of prison he might face— for crimes that had enriched 
them all. “He’s a big boy; he’ll eat it,” one of them told his sister. 

Dombek, claiming to be broke, gave Trotta a handful of screws, 
suggesting that he scrap them for a bit of cash, according to Trotta. 
�e police, meanwhile, started using evidence from the Pontiac, 
and interviews with at least one associate, to charge Trotta with a 
series of local crimes: a 2016 ATM theft, a 2018 house burglary. 
“My friends,” Trotta concluded, “were prepared to bury me.”

In April 2019, with his lawyer’s encouragement, he began 
cooperating with state police and prosecutors, and eventually 
with the FBI. �e police �tted him with a listening device, and he 
recorded damning conversations with Dombek, a man he loved 
like a brother. In one of those conversations, Dombek said that if 
anyone turned on him, he’d “sneak on their property, turn o� the 
well cap, and pour a gallon of some kind of substance down their 
well and would kill that person and their whole family,” according 
to a police summary of the recording. Dombek also talked about 
destroying evidence of their crimes, and about plans to kill one 
witness by mixing fentanyl into his cocaine or by poisoning him 
with a toxic plant called false hellebore.

In August of that year, the state police raided Dombek’s property, 
discovered the makeshift chemistry lab, and charged him with bur-
glarizing a house with Trotta. Released on bail, Dombek stormed 
over to the homes of Trotta’s mother and sister. He called Trotta a 
“fucking rat,” according to court records, and threatened violence 
if Trotta didn’t shut up or change his story. �e police promptly 
charged Dombek with �ve counts of witness intimidation.

U.S. attorneys, meanwhile, persuaded their state counterparts 
to let them mount a single prosecution of nearly all the museum 
heists. As federal agents gathered evidence, Dombek and Trotta 
remained in a Pennsylvania prison on state charges: the former 
for three years, until he pleaded no contest to a single charge each 
of witness intimidation and home burglary; the latter for almost 
four years, until he pleaded guilty to the DUI, the ATM theft, 
and two home burglaries.

�en, in June 2023, the U.S. attorney for the Middle Dis-
trict of Pennsylvania announced federal charges against Trotta, 
Dombek, and seven other alleged ring members, including Joe 
and Al Atsus. (Al Atsus’s lawyer told me that any criminal allega-
tions against his client were “absolutely ridiculous and patently 
absurd”; Joe Atsus’s lawyer declined to comment for this story.) 
Investigators had linked the ring to 21 burglaries across �ve states 
over more than 20 years. A press release credited 20 state and local 
police departments, as well as the FBI, for helping solve the case.

Boland and the Atsus brothers have pleaded not guilty. 
Dombek vanished into the woods when he learned of his arrest 
warrant but reappeared after six months and pleaded not guilty. 
Tommy and Dawn Trotta, Ralph Parry, and two others pleaded 
guilty as part of cooperation deals. “Very guilty, Your Honor,” 
Trotta assured a federal judge.

“We ripped the guts out of people emotionally,” Trotta told me. 
“I know that now.” In May 2019, while out on bail on the state 
charges, Trotta broke into a vacant house in New Jersey that the 
Atsus brothers owned. It was the last place he’d seen the Mathew-
son memorabilia, the Pollock, and the Warhol. He’d hoped to 
restore them to their owners, he said. But if the items were there, 
he couldn’t �nd them. �eir whereabouts remain unknown.S
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In  the  days  after the 1999 Mathewson heist, two of the pitch-
er’s biggest fans were among the most heavily interrogated. Eddie 
Frierson, an actor who’d written and performed the one-man show 
about Mathewson that night, endured searches by the state police 
and grillings by the FBI while still deep in grief himself over the loss 
to the college and to baseball history. “I was aching,” he told me.

Terry Wise was the Keystone College o�cial in charge of the 
Mathewson display that weekend. When she’d been hired as athletic 
director a few years earlier, she’d encouraged the college’s president 
to do more with the memorabilia: How many schools could claim 
as an alumnus an inaugural inductee of the Baseball Hall of Fame? 
It was Wise who had opened the case that night to give visitors— 
including Trotta, she now realizes— a better look at Mathewson’s 
contracts and jersey. Worse than being questioned by six cops the 
next day are the feelings of guilt and naivete she still lives with. “I 
can’t believe it’s 25 years,” she said as we spoke in the gym park-
ing lot, a few steps from the door where Trotta had let himself in.

Haley Zale launched a “Bring Back the Belts” campaign on 
social media after her great-uncle’s championship belts were 
stolen in 2015 from the International Boxing Hall of Fame. 
Tony Zale had beaten Rocky Graziano in 1948 to become the 
middleweight champion of the world. After Tony’s death, in 
1997, Haley visited the museum every year to say her Hail Marys 
and Our Fathers, and to remember the shy man who’d come up 
from nothing, beaten Graziano, and been a grandfather �gure 
to her— teaching her boxing stances, applauding her childhood 
ballet routines, and calling her Miss America. “Visiting Uncle 
Tony’s belts,” she told me, “was like visiting his grave.”

Lindsay Berra told me that her grandfather Yogi reacted to 
the disappearance of his rings and plaques with his familiar good 
humor. “Well, I know I won them,” he said. He worried only 
about the schoolchildren who visited the museum: Could the 
broken glass be cleaned up so the kids didn’t get cut? 

Berra’s relatives took the theft harder. “Every one of those 
rings has a story behind it, and it’s about him and a team and 
the Yankees and a time in our country,” Lindsay told me. “You’re 
taking little pieces of American history when you take them. 
�ey belong to all Americans, not just the guy who won them.”

When the museum’s director called in 2023 to tell her that the 
alleged culprits had melted the rings for the sake of a few thousand 
bucks, Lindsay cried as much in sorrow as for the stupidity and 
waste. Wouldn’t it have been easier and more lucrative to knock o� 
a Kay Jewelers? she thought. She couldn’t understand how Trotta 
could try on her grandfather’s rings— claiming to be a fan— only 
to moments later destroy them. 

I asked if she believed Trotta’s professions of remorse. “No,” 
she said. “I think he’s sorry he got caught.” 

Even after the police had found “everything but Jimmy Ho¥a” 
in the Pontiac, even after he’d agreed to cooperate, Trotta burglar-
ized a New York jewelry store and came close to ransacking the 
Saratoga Springs racing museum a second time. He aborted only 
because he’d spotted a guard during a night check. �en, in Janu-
ary 2024, as half his crew was headed for trial— with himself the 
star witness for the prosecution— Trotta allegedly stole gift cards, 

cash, and jewelry from the house of a woman he’d driven home 
from a bar. �e police dropped the charges after Trotta’s lawyer gave 
the home’s owner a $7,500 check for the missing items, the local 
police chief told me. Trotta claims that it was a misunderstand-
ing,  but the federal judge overseeing the heist cases was displeased 
enough to revoke Trotta’s pretrial release.

�e instinct to steal remains so strong, Trotta told me—so “in 
the blood”—that he feels as if his brain needs rebuilding. Like a 
recovering addict, he has to stay constantly on guard against his 
own impulses. He worries, too, about his son. At 11, he’s now the 
age Trotta was when Big Tom led him into a life of crime. When 
Trotta calls from jail, he talks with his son about the misery of 
incarceration: the bad food, the piece of metal with a half-inch 
mat that passes for a bed. 

For a couple of years in the early 2000s, to satisfy probation on 
a minor theft charge, Trotta held a part-time job loading Walmart 
trucks. It was the only steady paycheck he’d earned in his adult 
life; he was miserable. “It was like the coal mines of old,” he told 
me. “It’s honest and you could wake up and feel proud, but, like, 
you’re in a category now of real broke-ness.” Guys could live 
paycheck to paycheck there for 20 years and never save enough 
for even a little self-indulgence.

Trotta had never grown rich as a thief. He’d taken some nice 
vacations, eaten some expensive steaks. But he drove junkers, dressed 
plainly, and had owned a house for just a couple of years before the 
payments became too much for him. His sister’s place, where he’d 
lived in a basement bedroom before and after his marriage, was per-
haps the closest thing he’d had to a stable home. Yet a thief ’s life— 
like a gambler’s— made wealth something other than impossible. 
Months would pass in which Trotta would scrape by on penny-ante 
burglaries. “�en, all of a sudden, a big thing would hit: Boom, we’re 
good.” And for however many days the money lasted, he felt free. 

Ariel Sabar is a contributing writer at �e Atlantic and the author of  

Veritas: A Harvard Professor, a Con Man and the Gospel of Jesus’s Wife. C
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Why India is losing faith in its strongman leader

By Robert F. Worth

Modi’s Failure

On a winter afternoon in January 2024, Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi stood before a podium, gazing out at a 

handpicked audience of the Indian elite: billionaires, Bol-

lywood actors, cricket stars, nationalist politicians. 

Modi had come to the north-central city of Ayodhya, in 

the state of Uttar Pradesh, to consecrate the still- un� nished 

temple behind him, with its seven shrines, 160-foot-high 

dome, and baby-faced statue of the Hindu god Ram, carved 

in black stone and covered  in jewels. He did not mention 

the fact that the temple was being built on a contested 

site where Hindu radicals had torn down a 16th-century 

mosque three decades earlier, setting o�  years of protests 

and legal struggle. 
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Instead, Modi described the temple as an emblem of India’s present 
and future greatness—its rising economic might, its growing navy, 
its moon missions, and, most of all, its immense human energy 
and potential. � e temple signi� ed India’s historic triumph over 
the “mentality of slavery,” he said. � is nation of nearly 1.5 billion 
was shedding its old secular creed and, despite the fact that 200 mil-
lion of its citizens are Muslim, being reborn as a land of Hindu- 
nationalist ideals. “� e generations after a thousand years will 
remember our nation-building e� orts today,” he told the crowd.

Among the tens of millions of Indians who watched that 
speech on TV was 42-year-old Luv Shukla, who lives on the edge 
of a small town about a three-hour drive from Ayodhya. I met 
him on a hot day in June, and we chatted while sitting in plastic 
chairs outside the tiny electronics shop he has run since he was 16. 

Shukla has supported Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party since it 
rose to power in 2014. He was drawn to Modi’s con� dence and 
his talk of making India an explicitly Hindu country. But in 2024, 
for the � rst time in his life, he voted for the opposition, helping 
deliver an electoral setback late last spring that changed the narra-
tive of Indian politics. Instead of the sweeping victory Modi had 
predicted, his party lost its majority in the lower house of India’s 
Parliament—just a few months after that triumphant speech at 
the new Ayodhya temple. Modi had done everything he could 
to bend the system in his favor, and that made the reversal all the 
more surprising. His government had frozen bank accounts of the 
main opposition party—a tax-return issue, it was alleged—and 
launched prosecutions of many opposition candidates, turning 
India’s justice system into a political tool.

Modi would remain prime minister, but with only 240 of 
the 543 seats in Parliament, he would be dependent on coali-
tion partners. An especially shocking loss for the BJP was Uttar 
Pradesh, the country’s most populous state, long considered a 
bulwark for Modi and his party. 

I asked Shukla why he had lost faith in Modi. One reason, 
he said, was “animals.” When I looked confused, he pointed 
helpfully to the street, where a huge cow was meandering down 
the middle of the road. “Look, here’s an animal coming now.” 
It took me a moment to realize what he was talking about. � e 
BJP’s preoccupation with protecting cows—for Hindus, a sym-
bol of divine bene� cence—was driving people crazy. No one 
was allowed to touch them anymore, Shukla said. � ey wan-
dered at will, eating crops and fodder. Cows had even become 
a source of corruption, he claimed  ; funds have been set up to 
protect cows, Shukla said, but “the money disappears.” � is 
is what Modi’s rhetoric about building a Hindu nation often 
amounts to at the local level, especially in villages that have no 
Muslims to blame. 

Shukla moved on from cows to the government’s more basic 
failures. Small-business owners like him were most a� ected by 
the Modi government’s mistakes, such as the surprise decision 
in 2016 to cancel  large-currency banknotes, a misguided e� ort 
to curtail money laundering that left ordinary people desper-
ate for cash. � e mishandling of the coronavirus pandemic 
caused staggering losses of life and income. Many small � rms 
folded, and others had to let go of workers. At the same time, 
Modi’s grand promises about being India’s “Development Man” 
remained unful� lled. � e schools were a mess. � e local hos-
pital was a joke. 

Shukla was getting angrier. He stood up, saying he had some-
thing to show me. We walked across the street, past a brightly 
painted Hindu temple—by far the best-maintained building 
in the village—and approached an abandoned house with a 
rusted bed frame beside it. Nearby was a ruined ambulance, 
its tires rotting into the dust. � e building was supposed to 
be a maternity hospital, Shukla said, but the government had 
never followed through. He kicked the building’s broken door. 
“Useless,” he said. 

India has been living on hype. Its leaders manufacture big-
ger promises every year: India as an economic titan, a spiritual 
leader, a world power capable of standing alongside China, 
Russia, Europe, and America. Modi’s enablers describe him as 
a “civilizational � gure”—someone who stands above politics, 
who will use his country’s demographic weight to rewrite the 
rules of the global economy. � is kind of chest-thumping is 
often picked up on in the West, where leaders such as   President 
Joe Biden and France’s Emmanuel Macron have expressed a 
desire for a reliable and prosperous Indian ally. Even Modi’s 
abundant critics have focused mostly on his Muslim-baiting 
and his democratic backsliding, as if prepared to concede what 
they see as his managerial skill. 

 But the election results and their aftermath hint at a crack 
in Modi’s populist facade and a spreading discontent with his 
economic and political record. India’s growth has been heavily 
weighted toward the wealthy, who have become exponentially 
richer on Modi’s watch. � ose who have bene� ted most are a 
small cadre of billionaire friends to whom Modi has granted special 
access for years. � at practice was cast in a new light in November, 
when American prosecutors indicted the industrialist Gautam 
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Adani—India’s second-richest man and a close Modi ally—for 
his role in a multi billion-dollar bribery-and-fraud scheme. (His 
company has denied the charges, calling them baseless.)   � e accu-
sation revived fears about opacity and cronyism —the specter of 
“India Inc.”  —that Modi had promised to address a decade ago.

At the same time, eight in 10 Indians live in poverty.  Extraordi-
nary numbers are out of work; one estimate puts unemployment 
among those ages 15 to 24 at more than 45 percent (though other 
estimates run lower). Instead of moving from farms to seek employ-
ment in cities, as people in other developing countries have done, 
many Indians—unable to � nd factory or service jobs—are mak-
ing the trek in reverse, even as farm income stagnates and drought 
turns � elds into deserts. Modi often says he wants India to be a 
developed country by 2047, a century after it gained its indepen-
dence from Britain. But by several key social measures, it is falling 
behind neighbors such as Bangladesh and Nepal. 

Saadat Hasan Manto, one of the Indian sub continent’s great 
literary � gures in the � rst half of the 20th century, once wrote 
that India has “too few leaders and too many stuntmen.” Many 
Indians appear to be tiring of Modi’s showmanship and growing 
frustrated with his failures. � ey may be proud of India’s fabled 
economic growth, but it hasn’t reached them. During the weeks 
I spent traveling in India last year, I detected levels of frustration 
and anger that were noticeably di� erent from what I’d heard on 
earlier visits—about lost jobs, failed schools, poisoned air and water.

India is—among many other things—an experiment, the larg-
est such experiment in the world, and one with urgent relevance 
for many other countries. � e Modi years have made India into a 
testing ground for the following question: What, in the long run, 

exerts greater sway on the electorate—the lure of demagoguery, 
or the reality of deteriorating living conditions? 

M a h e n d r a  T r i pat h i  re m e m b e r s  the � rst time he saw 
Narendra Modi. It was January 14, 1992, and the future prime 
minister was in Ayodhya with a group of young Hindu national-
ists standing outside the mosque known as Babri Masjid. A move-
ment had been gathering for years to remove the mosque, which 
was widely said to have been built on the site of an older Hindu 
temple. Energy was in the air , often charged with violence, and 
Tripathi—then a young news photographer—wanted to capture it. 

Something about Modi attracted Tripathi’s notice, even 
though “he was nobody at that time,” he told me. Perhaps it was 
his dress  or the way he carried himself. Modi has always been 
intensely conscious of the impression he makes. Even at the age 
of 6 or 7, he was deliberate about what he wore and “spent a lot 
of time in grooming,” his uncle told a biographer. His ego and 
charisma were evident early on; he liked acting in school plays 
but insisted on having the lead role. 

Tripathi remembers taking Modi’s picture and asking him 
when he would come back to Ayodhya. Modi replied that he 
would come back when the temple was built. “He kept his prom-
ise,” Tripathi told me. 

Back in 1992, Modi was a party worker in the RSS, India’s 
� rst and most in¡ uential Hindu-nationalist group (the acronym 
stands for Hindi words meaning “national volunteer associa-
tion”). � e RSS was founded in 1925 in an e� ort to overcome the 
Hindu weakness and disunity that had, its founders felt, allowed 
India to be colonized by the British and other invaders over the 
centuries. � e RSS aimed to impose discipline and military rigor 
on a growing army of Hindu recruits, along with a uniform: 
black forage cap, white shirt, khaki shorts. It later gave birth to 
an array of linked groups— including the BJP—with the shared 
goal of spreading  Hindutva, or Hinduness, as the glue of a   new 
nation. A central part of that nationalist ideal was the exclusion 
of Muslims, who were tacitly cast as latecomers to and usurpers 
of a Hindu realm.

Less than a year after Modi’s � rst visit to Ayodhya, Tripathi 
was standing in the same spot when a crowd led by Hindu zealots  
climbed the dome of Babri Masjid and destroyed it with sledge-
hammers and axes. Tripathi sympathized, but the mob was  seething 
with rage and thousands strong, and he was lucky to get out alive. 
His photography studio, not far away, was demolished. “Everything 
was being broken down,” he told me.

Modi wasn’t there on the big day, and he is said to have 
resented missing the Ayodhya moment. But he got his own 
moment 10 years later, on a day that would prove just as impor-
tant to the transformation of Indian politics. 

On February 27, 2002, a train carrying Hindu pilgrims home 
from Ayodhya caught � re in the western state of Gujarat. Fifty-
nine pilgrims were killed, and rumors quickly spread that Muslims 
had caused the � re. In the pogroms that followed, more than 
1,000 people were butchered, most of them Muslim. Modi had 
just become the chief minister, meaning governor, of Gujarat, 
and he was accused of telling the police to stand back and let 
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the rioters teach the Muslims a lesson. Although he denied the 
allegations— and was ultimately cleared of wrongdoing after a 
decade of legal inquiries— he never expressed regret for what 
happened. His de� ance in the face of pressure  for his removal 
by opposition politicians made him a hero among many Hindus 
and gave him a national political pro� le. 

Modi’s timing was impeccable: India’s old order had been 
crumbling for years. Its founding ideology had been de� ned in the 
 1940s by Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s brilliant � rst prime minister, 
who famously called his country an “ancient palimpsest” of its 
many cultures and traditions. Nehru wanted an alternative to the 
tribal mindset that had led to the partition of the country along 
religious lines in 1947, when about 1 million people—estimates 
vary widely—were killed in sectarian violence as they � ed across 
the new borders   between India and Pakistan. Separating the two 
nations by religion served as a way out for the exhausted Brit-
ish.   To Nehru, it was a betrayal of India’s greatest gift. His India 

would de� ne itself through diversity; through a grand, maternal 
embrace of all its discordant parts. Even today, the Indian rupee 
note declares its value in 17 di� erent languages. Nehru’s patriot-
ism was the high-minded vision of a Cambridge graduate who 
hoped to set India on a unique path—benignly secular and social-
ist, proudly nonaligned in the binary world of the Cold War.

By the turn of the 21st century, this ideal was a relic. India’s 
leaders had already begun appealing to either Hindu or Muslim 
communal feelings as a way to get votes. A new capitalist ethic 
was rising, a consequence of the 1991 decision to embrace the free 
market and abolish the “license Raj”—heavy-handed economic 
management by government bureaucrats that had sti� ed Indian 
business for decades. � e elite had become richer and more iso-
lated from the rest of the country, putting added strain on the 
old Gandhian ideals of austerity and simplicity. 

“� e truth is we were an e� ete, hopeless bunch,” wrote Tavleen 
Singh, a columnist and an avowed member of what she herself M
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called “the old, colonised ruling class,” in a harsh self-assessment 
published in April. “We spoke no Indian language well, but this 
did not matter to us. We were proud of speaking English well. In 
our drawing rooms we sneered at those who dared enter without 
speaking good English. And at those whose table manners were 
not embellished with western re� nement.”

Modi was one of those unre� ned outsiders. He had grown 
up poor, the son of a tea seller from one of the lower tiers of the 
country’s hierarchical caste system, which still weighs heavily on 
the life chances of most Indians. ­ at background gave him an 
unusual street credibility within the BJP, whose original support 
base lay with upper-caste Hindus. He presented himself as an 
ascetic � gure who rose before dawn and worked until late at night, 
a man with no wife or children whose only loyalty was to India. 
(Modi does in fact have a wife—he was married as a teenager   in 
a family-arranged ceremony—but he left her almost immediately 
afterward and has always described himself as single.)

It was a winning formula: Millions of poor and middle-class 
Indians greeted him like an avenging hero, and not just because 
of his lowly origins or his gifts as a speaker. ­ e old BJP rallying 
cry—that Hindus were under attack—had a strong ring of truth 
in the 2000s, when Islamist terrorists carried out deadly bomb-
ings across India. Modi’s immense and sustained popularity is 
partly about his ability to project a kind of Churchillian de� ance 
in the face of these threats.

Modi became prime minister in 2014 amid a popular move-
ment against corruption, saying he would clean house and ful� ll 
India’s great economic promise. Many liberals were receptive, 
despite their unease with his triumphalist Hindu rhetoric. ­ ere 
was no denying that the Indian National Congress—the party of 
Nehru and his daughter,  Indira Gandhi, which had dominated 
Indian politics since independence—was corrupt. And Modi had 
gained a reputation for managerial competence in Gujarat, where 
he’d been governor for more than 10 years. He had streamlined 
regulations and worked to lure big- business owners with what he 
and his proxies advertised as the “Gujarat model.” He promised 
to do the same for the entire country. 

Modi  has  some  real achievements to his credit. His govern-
ment’s road-building blitz has transformed the landscape over the 
past decade, adding thousands of miles of highway every year; 
the � gure for smaller roads is many times greater. I can remember 
the days when driving across India was a bit like heading out to 
sea: You’d stock the car with gas and provisions—uncertain when 
you’d � nd a gas station or a place to eat—and set o�  with a vague 
sense that you were taking your life into your hands. Nowadays, 
an Indian road trip is remarkable for its ordinariness. 

­ e BJP has also taken steps to democratize information tech-
nology. In a small village in northern India, I saw people pay-
ing for produce by holding up their smartphone to a QR code 
stuck on a vendor’s wooden wagon. ­ e payment system involves 
minimal merchant fees and has removed the middlemen who 
used to take a cut. Every Indian with a phone now has access to 
a virtual “DigiLocker” where their identity and tax documents 
can be stored, a useful innovation.

Some of Modi’s defenders argue that he has renewed the 
country’s politics. Swapan Dasgupta, a conservative journalist 
and former BJP lawmaker, told me that Modi had made use 
of Hindutva not just to demonize his enemies but to mobilize 
Indians politically and to deepen the country’s democracy. “­ e 
gap between rulers and ruled has narrowed,” he said. “­ ere is 
now a vernacular elite.” 

Modi often gets credit for raising his country’s pro� le and being 
an e� ective ambassador for what he and his allies call Brand India. 
­ ere may be some truth in this, though it’s hard to know what 
the term means. ­ ere was much talk of India as a leader of the 
global South when it hosted the G20 summit in 2023, a frenzy of 
publicity and Davos-style schmoozing with a reported budget of 
$100 million. Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar 
has taken brand-building to a new level, having published two 
books full of vaporous cant about “civilizational resurgence” and 
“the message of the Indo-Paci� c.” He and others talk up India’s role 
as a partner to the United States in its competition with China—
though they never make clear what India can do to help. India 
is a nuclear power, but its weak military has been humiliated by 
Chinese troops on the two countries’ shared Himalayan border. 

Modi’s determination to cut a bigger global � gure has its ugly 
and violent side. In 2023, Indian-government o¤  cials allegedly 
organized the assassination of a Sikh-independence activist in 
Canada and plotted to kill a Sikh leader in the United States, 
according to U.S. and Canadian o¤  cials. ­ e boldness of the 
plot was a dark re¥ ection of India’s rising economic weight in the 
West, despite the farcical denouement:   An American informant 
had unwittingly been hired as a hit man. In mid-October of last 
year, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau expelled top Indian 
diplomats, including the ambassador, saying that the Indian gov-
ernment had orchestrated a campaign of violence inside his coun-
try. (India’s government, which regards the two Sikhs as terrorists, 
has denied the accusations; Canada has also said it has no evidence 
that Modi was involved in or aware of any plot.)

­ ree  years ago, India became the world’s � fth-largest economy, 
surpassing its former colonial master, the United Kingdom. Yet by 
early 2024, even as Modi was declaring the dawn of a glorious new 
era, unsettling rumbles could be heard. Foreign direct investment 
in India had dropped by an astonishing 43 percent in the preced-
ing year, partly thanks to high borrowing costs and unease about 
the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East. Out-of-work men could 
be seen trekking along the brand-new highways, part of the move-
ment from cities to farms that began during the pandemic. ­ e 
magnitude of the unemployment problem could not be hidden. 

Much of this story arc would have been familiar to anyone 
who had taken a close look at the “Gujarat model.” Although the 
state’s GDP rose during Modi’s decade-long tenure, the number 
of people without jobs held steady. Modi focused on big compa-
nies, but small and medium-size enterprises, which make up the 
backbone of India’s economy, did not fare as well. ­ e obsession 
with growth appears to have masked a neglect of health, literacy, 
and the environment. In his book  Price of the Modi Years, the 
journalist Aakar Patel notes that Gujarat’s rate of child malnutri-
tion was one of the highest in India. While Modi was governor, 
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the Central Pollution Control Board declared Gujarat to be the 
country’s most polluted state. A study of 18 Indian states and 
territories placed the rate of school attendance for students in 
rural areas of Gujarat at the very bottom. � e “Gujarat model” 
has indeed been applied to the entire country. 

T h e  s c h o o l  p ri n c i pa l  agreed to meet me at her home, 
in a small town in Uttar Pradesh. She was middle-aged, with an 
aura of faded glamour; she had been a model in her youth, and 
photographs of her as a young woman hung on the wall. She 
had spent her life in this same town, never marrying, devoting 
herself to teaching and to the care of her dead brother’s children.

She had insisted that I not disclose her name, and I soon 
understood why. Her school district, she said, has nearly 700 
teaching positions allocated to it by the government. But not 
even 200 are � lled. Her own school, she said, has six teach-
ers for 700 students. Many subjects do not get taught at all, 
and the school’s internet doesn’t work. Students, she said, lack 
phones or computers and must go to internet cafés to do their 
homework. She, too, is forced to go to internet cafés to handle 
the government’s burdensome reporting requirements, which 
must be done online. “All this rests on my shoulders,” she said. 
Little of this dysfunction is visible from the outside, because 
the school allows students to graduate despite the enormous 
gaps in their education. 

� e endemic corruption of the school system is another obsta-
cle. If a child makes a small mistake on an online form, “to get 
it � xed, you have to pay a bribe.”

According to India’s Annual Status of Education Report, an 
independent analysis, most 14-to-18-year-olds in rural regions 
were still struggling with basic division in 2023, and about a 
quarter of them with basic reading. Some 30 percent of all stu-
dents appear to drop out of high school. 

“It’s a moral failure of the political leadership,” says Ashoka 
Mody, who spent decades with the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank and who published a polemic about 
India’s developmental gaps last year titled India Is Broken. � e 
book is densely documented and shot through with anger. One 
of its recurrent themes is the disparity between India and East 
Asian societies, which have seen mass primary education as a 
pre condition to industrial growth and large-scale employment. 

Narendra Modi has been in power for a decade, with his BJP 
allies running many of India’s state governments. � e schools 
have only gotten worse. Modi’s educational priorities appear to 
be mostly ideological. History textbooks have been rewritten to 
include more Hindu-nationalist � gures, praise Modi’s own initia-
tives, and minimize contributions by Indian Muslims. In 2023, 
India cut a number of science topics from tenth-grade textbooks. 
You won’t � nd Darwin’s theory of evolution, the periodic table 
of elements, or the Pythagorean theorem.

Even when Indian students attend a decent school, the system 
often fails them. In a tiny rural village called Bhushari, in Uttar 
Pradesh, I met a 19-year-old man who said he was spending two 
to three years studying full-time for civil-service exams. “I’m try-
ing to get a government job,” he said, as we sat sipping cool drinks 
on the earthen £ oor of his family’s reception room. “� e youth of 
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India—we all want a government job. Families prefer their kids 
to get a government job; they think this is more reliable, because 
you cannot get � red.” You are also more likely to be able to get 
married if you have a government job.

For those who pass the exam, the relative dearth of govern-
ment jobs can make new-hiring calls look like a crumb thrown 
into a lake full of starving � sh. As Foreign A� airs has reported, 
in early 2023, the state government in Madhya Pradesh posted 
6,000 low-level government jobs and quickly received more than 
1.2 million applications. � e volume hinted at the in� ation of 
academic pedigree in India: � ere were 1,000 people with Ph.D.s, 
85,000 graduates of college engineering programs, 100,000 peo-
ple with business degrees, and about 180,000 people with other 
graduate degrees. � e civil-service bottleneck puts enormous 
pressure on exams, and it’s hardly surprising that cheating has 
become an issue. Last June, the government canceled the results 
of an exam that had been taken by 900,000 aspiring academics 
in more than 300 cities, citing suspicions that the answers had 
been leaked onto the dark web.

� ose who fail the test or don’t get the job have few options, 
and many end up in what economists call “the informal 
sector”— as vendors, day laborers, tuk-tuk drivers, and an end-
less array of other ill-paid roles. � ere aren’t many manufacturing 
jobs, because China drained them away decades ago. 

� e young man I met in Bhushari had been, in one sense, 
lucky. His father is the village sarpanch, or headman, and the fam-
ily owns valuable farmland. If not for that, he would not have had 
the freedom to study for so long. He had spent his entire life in a 
village of some 2,900 people. He didn’t want to be a farmer in a 
place where drought is a constant threat, and where temperatures 
get hotter every year.

As  my  car  thumped out of Bhushari on a pitted road, I saw 
cracked brown � elds spreading to the horizon in all directions. 
People talked about the year’s record-breaking heat wave every-
where I went. Farmers told me the local wells and aquifers were 
drying up. � e annual monsoons have become more erratic. 
Temperatures reached 121 degrees Fahrenheit when I was in 
Delhi, and there were frequent news reports about water shortages 
and people dying of heat exposure. Sometimes it was hard to tell 
which was worse, the heat or the smog. Of the world’s 100 most 
polluted cities, 83 are in India, according to 2023 data from the 
environmental group IQAir. 

India’s environmental problems are among the most serious 
on the planet, but they have not been high priorities during 
Modi’s decade in power. He has shown occasional interest in 
the condition of the Ganges, India’s most famous river, which 
is sacred to Hindus. It is also one of the most polluted rivers on 
Earth, with stretches that are ecological dead zones. Modi’s elec-
toral district includes Varanasi, a riverside city and an ancient 
pilgrimage site. Last spring, the BJP mounted elaborate cam-
paign spectacles over the river, with 1,000 drones performing a 
light show to spell out, in Hindi, the slogan “Modi Government, 
Once Again.” During a trip to Varanasi in late May, Modi made 
a surprise visit to an electronics engineer named Vishwambhar 

Nath Mishra, who has led e¥ orts for decades to clean up the 
Ganges. � e visit did not go well. 

Mishra told me about the encounter when I went to see him, 
about a week later. It was night when I arrived in Varanasi, and I 
walked a mile along the darkened Ganges, past burning funeral 
pyres, Hindu priests performing rituals, and scattered children 
and dogs. Mishra’s air-conditioned o¦  ce was a relief. He runs an 
environmental NGO founded by his father and is also the mahant, 
or head priest, of one of Varanasi’s best-known Hindu temples, 
a title that has been passed down from father to eldest son in an 
unbroken line stretching back 400 years. � is blend of sacred and 
secular authority is unusual, and earns him wide respect.

On the day of Modi’s visit, Mishra complained to him 
about the government’s failure to prevent cities and towns from 
dumping raw sewage into the Ganges. � e river absorbs close to 
100 million gallons of it a day. Its waters are a greenish toxic brew. 
Mishra reminded Modi that he’d given him the same lecture in 
2013, shortly before Modi � rst took o¦  ce as prime minister, and 
that nothing had been done. Modi does not like to be chastised. 
He told Mishra he would come back after the election, and then 
went on his way. 

Mishra, meanwhile, continues to monitor the river like a doc-
tor with a dying patient. He told me that around the time of 
Modi’s visit, samples from one spot contained 88 million fecal 
coliform bacteria per 100 milliliters of water—176,000 times the 
maximum amount that India allows for a Class B river, which is 
considered safe for bathing. 

But as many as 50,000 people bathe daily in the river, Mishra 
told me. I myself saw hundreds of people swimming in it. Many 
Indians drink from the Ganges, including Mishra himself: It is 
one of his duties as a priest.

T h e  c i t y  o f  Ayodhya—where Modi inaugurated the new 
Hindu temple—is a near- perfect emblem of Modi’s rule: It has 
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been reshaped into an advertisement at the expense of its residents. 
� e government wants to make Ayodhya into a tourism and pil-
grimage site for Hindus worldwide and has thrown enormous 
sums of money at the project, building wide roads, an airport, a 
train station. But in the city’s old neighborhoods, nothing seems 
to have changed apart from new street signs that have been posted 
in congruously on decaying buildings and market stalls. Tens of 
thousands of locals have seen their homes and workplaces demol-
ished. Many are furious at the Modi government. One of them is 
Mahendra Tripathi, the man who photographed Modi in Ayodhya 
back in 1992. He is now jobless at the age of 65, having lost his 
o�  ce to the urban renovations last year. 

“My livelihood was destroyed twice,” he told me, � rst by the 
rioters who destroyed Babri Masjid, in 1992, and a second time 
by the government that replaced it with the temple. “Now I’m 
old and don’t have the energy to start again.”

On a boulevard that leads to the city’s Lucknow   gate, I met 
a middle-aged man selling snacks in front of a one-room shop. 
He told me the shop was all that was left of his family’s four-
story house, which had included a much larger grocery store 
and upstairs rooms for his children and their families. � e road 
needed to be widened, government o�  cials had told him. � e 
demolition had left him and his family with nowhere to live and 
no livelihood until they’d managed to reopen a shrunken version 
of their shop. “Not a single BJP worker came to check on us since 
the demolition,” he said. His wife stood alongside him, misery 
stamped on her face.

A few doors down, a man was sitting on the � oor of a tiny 
apartment. He was cutting and folding newspapers, to be sold to 
vendors as food wrappers. At his feet was a little bowl of home-
made glue that he used to dab each folded paper before press-
ing its side together. He told me he had been making his living 
this way for 25 years. He was 60 years old, he said. Before the 
demolition, he’d had enough space to live with his family; now 
there was barely enough room for him to sit down. It was about 
110 degrees outside, and the apartment’s metal door was half 
open. “My house used to go all the way to that white strip,” he 
said, pointing to the middle of the road. “Now this is all I have.”

Later that day, I drove past another side e� ect of Modi’s big 
temple: a vast,  improvised land� ll, built to accommodate the con-
struction and demolition debris. Clouds of dust and pale smoke 
hung in the air above its lumpy surface. As we  drove toward the 
land� ll, the dust enveloped us, seeming almost to create its own 
weather system. In the dim landscape, I saw shacks where fami-
lies were living, and a mill where people were grinding wheat. 
During monsoon season, the whole area becomes a � ood zone. 
It seemed to go on for miles. 

M o d i’s  re p u tat i o n  is built partly on stage presence. His 
rallies have  drawn as many as 800,000 people. On giant screens, 
his magni� ed image towers over the crowd. People who have been 
in a room with him sometime speak of an overpowering aura, as 
if he were a rock star or the pope. 

Almost as impressive is Modi’s ability to deploy—or inspire—
an entire industry of social-media fans and public-relations 

professionals who get the message out on a daily basis, telling Indi-
ans how Modi has made them respected in the world and defended 
their Hindu faith from attack by Muslims, “sickularists,” and “anti-
nationals.” Some of these people are television personalities, such 
as Arnab Goswami, a kind of Indian Tucker Carlson. Others are 
anonymous warriors in a campaign to label the Muslim � lm stars 
of Bollywood as terrorists. Many of them work as trolls on social 
media, where the BJP has aggressively promoted its message even 
as it censors its critics. (India’s signi� cant market share—it has more 
Facebook and YouTube users than any other country—has allowed 
the Modi government to bully tech companies into removing oppo-
sitional content.) Others make movies or sing songs. 

Kavi Singh is a star of the genre known as Hindutva pop, a 
mixture of jingoism and danceable beats. Her signature style is 
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unusually androgynous for India: a man’s Nehru-style jacket and 
tunic, with a multicolored turban wrapped around her head. Her 
long hair � ows over her shoulders.

Singh made her debut during a moment of national crisis. 
In early 2019, a suicide bomber in a car rammed  a convoy of 
Indian paramilitary police in the northern district of Pulwama, 
killing more than 40 people. An Islamist terrorist group based in 
Pakistan claimed responsibility. � e attack—followed by accusa-
tions of intelligence failures—was a humiliation for Modi, who 
had cast himself as a more aggressive protector of India than his 
predecessors. � e next day, while the country was still overcome 
by grief and anger, a song appeared on Indian WhatsApp groups, 
sung by a strident female voice. � e lyrics put the blame not on 
Pakistani terrorists but on India’s own Muslims: 

� e enemies are among us but we blame the neighbor

� e one who is secretly carrying a knife; � nish o�  that traitor

If our own hadn’t helped carry this attack

Pulwama wouldn’t have seen the blood of our bravehearts 

 spilled

� e song went viral, and was followed by a video version in 
which Singh performs at a studio microphone, her singing inter-
spersed with footage of gun-toting Indian soldiers and grieving fam-
ilies. She began churning out new songs with impressive regularity. 

I met Singh at a guesthouse in the state of Haryana, about 
two hours north of Delhi. She wore her trademark out� t in 
shades of sa� ron, the color worn by Hindu saints and ascetics. 
Singh said she believes that the Hindu god Ram gives her signs. V
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A � ooded street in Vijay-

awada, in southern India, 

in 2024. Annual monsoons 

have become more erratic, 

and India’s environmental 

problems are among the 

most serious on the planet. 
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She seemed to claim credit for one of Modi’s most controversial 
acts—the 2019 decision to revoke Kashmir’s semiautonomous 
status and lay claim to the Muslim-majority province, an old 
source of con� ict between India and Pakistan. “Everybody lis-
tens to me,” she said. “I know that Prime Minister Modi listens 
to my songs.” 

It was hard to tell whether Singh was naive about the ways 
her music has been used, or just preferred to shrug it o� . After 
the Pulwama suicide bombing, Kashmiri Muslims were attacked 
all over the country. 

When I met Singh, she was making � nal preparations for a 
long journey on foot—known as a yatra—to help unify Hindus 
in the aftermath of Modi’s election setback. Her plan was to start 
in the northern pilgrimage town of Haridwar and walk southward 
for six months or a year with her entourage, blasting her music 
from loudspeakers every step of the way. Did she expect her yatra
to meet with protests and critics? “Absolutely” there would be 
protests, she said. “� ey will try to assault us as well.” � e way 
she said it made me wonder if that was exactly the point. 

Modi’s  defenders sometimes note that large-scale com-
munal violence has declined since the 2002 Gujarat riots. But 
one type of violence that has not declined is the lynching of 
ordinary Muslims.

One morning, after driving from the smog of Delhi into the 
great belt of farmland to the east, I met a man who narrowly sur-
vived a lynch mob in 2018. He is a Muslim farmer named Samaya-
deen who has spent his entire life—nearly 70 years, he reckons—in 
the same settlement, a tiny cluster of mud-and-brick houses sur-
rounded by green � elds of mustard, wheat, and sugar cane. After 
we shook hands, he led the way, limping visibly, into the open-air 
courtyard of his house, where he lay down on a string bed and 
apologized for his slowness. A bu� alo dozed comfortably in the 
mud on the far side of the little enclosure. 

Six years ago, Samayadeen was gathering fodder with another 
man on his farm when they heard noises in the distance. A lone 
� gure was running toward them, chased by a crowd of about two 
dozen men. As Samayadeen watched, the mob caught up to its 
prey and started beating him mercilessly with sticks. 

Samayadeen’s companion ran o�  in terror. But Samayadeen 
recognized the victim, a fellow Muslim named Qasim. He hurried 
over and tried to stop the attackers. � ey turned on Samayadeen 
as well, accusing both men of killing cows.

Eventually, the attackers dragged the men to their own vil-
lage, where other men arrived to continue the beating in front of 
a Hindu temple. Samayadeen recognized some of them. When 
the police � nally showed up, they had to � ght o�  the mob before 
they could drive the injured men to a hospital. It was too late for 
Qasim, who died soon afterward of his injuries. 

What is most striking about the lynchings of the past decade 
is not so much their scale—several dozen people—as the gov-
ernment’s attitude. Modi and many of his BJP allies have spent 
years demonizing cow-killers while at the same time down playing 
lynching reports. In some cases, local o�  cials have treated sus-
pected murderers as heroes.

Samayadeen’s case might have gone nowhere, even with a 
good lawyer on his side, if not for the help of a journalist who 
went undercover to record video footage of a man who admitted 
that he’d incited the mob to kill Muslims. After that tape was 
admitted as evidence, a number of the attackers were indicted 
and ultimately convicted.

As he told me this story, Samayadeen emphasized repeatedly 
that all the people who had made his case a success—the man 
who’d helped him bring it, the lawyer who’d represented him, the 
judge who’d handed down the decision—were Hindus. “What 
I’m trying to say is that all the Hindu mentality is not like that,” 
he said, referring to the mob that tried to kill him.

Samayadeen’s  comment about varieties of the Hindu men-
tality came to mind as I � ew to Tamil Nadu, at the bottom of the 
subcontinent, 1,000 miles south of Delhi. Tamil Nadu’s leaders 
have long been openly contemptuous of Hindu nationalism, 
and their governing philosophy represents a powerful alternative 
to Modi’s worldview. � ey have put much greater emphasis on 
mass education and health care, and the south is today the most 
prosperous part of India. Bangalore and Hyderabad—two of its 
largest cities—host the country’s IT hubs. 

Modi has been trying for years to make political inroads in 
the south. In May, as the election campaign came to an end, 
Indian news channels began broadcasting a striking image over 
a chyron that read Breaking News. It was Modi, eyes closed, 
sitting on a stone floor with his legs crossed and his palms 
pressed together. He had traveled to a seaside sanctuary on the 
southern tip of Tamil Nadu to spend 45 hours in ekantvas, or 
solitary retreat. � e images showed him in sa� ron robes, sub-
sisting (as the news channels reported) only on coconut water. 
But Modi’s meditation wasn’t actually solitary; he was being 
� lmed from multiple angles.

� is stunt was the culmination of a campaign during which 
Modi hinted more than once that he had attained divine sta-
tus. “When my mother was alive, I used to think I was born 
biologically,” he told a TV news interviewer in May. “After her 
demise, when I look at my experiences, I am convinced that I 

What is most striking about the 

lynchings of Muslims in the past 

decade is not so much the scale 

as the government’s attitude. 

In some cases, local o�  cials have 

treated suspected murderers as heroes.
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was sent by God.” Later that month, he said that he received 
commands from God, though he admitted that “I cannot dial 
him directly to ask what’s next.” 

But the south has not been receptive terrain for Brand Modi. 
In Chennai, the city once called Madras, I met with one of Modi’s 
most eloquent adversaries—Palanivel � iaga Rajan, known to 
everyone as PTR. Now 58, he holds a degree from MIT and 
worked as a banker in New York and Singapore before returning 
to his native Tamil Nadu. He made his name running the state’s 
� nance ministry, and now leads the state’s IT e� orts. PTR met me 
at his o�  ce, in a gated compound that possessed an air of faded 
colonial grandeur. His family has been prominent in Tamil Nadu 
for hundreds of years. 

� e south’s priorities are the inverse of Modi’s, PTR told me. 
� ey are rooted in decisions made a century ago, when southern 
leaders—even before India’s independence—began passing pro-
gressive reforms including compulsory education for both sexes, 
women’s right to vote and hold o�  ce, and a�  rmative action for 
members of historically disadvantaged castes. � e motives for 
those reforms may have been political, but the e� ect was to create 
a springboard for greater prosperity, as in Singapore and other 
East Asian countries. While northern India has pursued a zero-
sum model of growth, the southern states have tried to ensure 
that “the pie grows because everybody is vested in the system,” 
PTR said. “Everybody’s got access to the basic things,” such as 
jobs, decent schools, and health care. 

When I asked about Modi’s economic stewardship, PTR 
was withering. He walked me through all the mistakes Modi 
has made, starting with his much-lamented decision in 2016 to 
“demonetize” the country’s highest-currency banknotes. PTR’s 
eyes rolled as he considered the e� ects of this blunder, calling it 
“one of the staggering catastrophes of economic policy in the 
history of the world.”

PTR also deplored the way Modi has personalized his o�  ce 
and concentrated power in Delhi at the expense of the states. India 
was already more centralized than other large democracies such as 
the United States, thanks to the authors of its 1949 constitution. 
Modi’s brand of nationalism is rooted in the idea that India’s size 
and diversity call for an even stronger hand and a more unifying 
creed, but in practical terms that has made the task of government 
much harder: � e average member in India’s 543-seat Parliament 
now has about 2.6 million constituents. It would make more sense, 
PTR said, to acknowledge regional di� erences and delegate more 
authority to the states.

Listening to PTR, one can easily get the sense of a road 
not taken—a way to steer all of India on a less divisive course. 
Unfortunately, the south is less an alternative than a rival. Its 
economic philosophy goes alongside a distinctly southern reli-
gious and cultural identity that is almost as aggressive as Modi’s. 
� e two visions are so divergent that it is easy to see why there 
were calls for a separate southern nation called Dravidistan when 
India became independent. 

� is cultural rift became apparent when I asked PTR about 
Modi’s promotion of Hindutva. � e subject makes him visibly 
angry. “I believe that Tamil Nadu is the most Hindu-practicing 

state in the country,” he said, noting that the state government 
alone manages some 35,000 temples. All told, he went on, “there 
are probably 600,000 temples of noticeable size and maybe a 
million temples of all sizes.” PTR gestured at the red pottu on his 
forehead, a symbol of Hindu devotion. But the south’s version of 
Hinduism, he said, is “antithetical to the notion of a muscular 
Hindutva.” � e southern tradition is rooted partly in a century-
old revolt against the privileges granted to Brahmans, the priestly 
caste that sits at the top of Hinduism’s ancient social hierarchy. 

Modi’s challenges in winning over the south are not just about 
Hinduism. � e people of Tamil Nadu are mostly ethnic Tamils, 
and many see themselves as the original inhabitants of a region 
that has faced discrimination from the north. � e BJP did not 
win a single parliamentary seat in Tamil Nadu last year, despite 
Modi’s e� orts.

When I  arrived  in India, the election was still under way. 
� e BJP platform was ostensibly that of a political party with 
hundreds of parliamentary candidates, but its title was “Modi’s 
Guarantee.” From the moment I arrived in India, at the Delhi 
airport, I couldn’t avoid Modi’s image—in life-size cardboard 
cutouts, in huge murals on city walls, in stickers on doors and 
windows, on roadside billboards. BJP supporters walked around 
with paper Modi masks wrapped over their face, giving the eerie 
impression of an army of clones. 

Even when you looked at your phone you’d see him, asking 
for your vote in Hindi, in Urdu, in half a dozen other languages 
he doesn’t even speak; his voice had been copied and trans� gured 
by AI programming. � e opposition talked constantly about him 
too, adding to the widespread sense that the entire election was a 
referendum on the 10-year reign of Narendra Modi. 

� e election took place over six weeks, like a slow-moving 
tsunami, and the results started coming in on the morning of 
June 4. Modi was already doing far worse than he and his party 
had expected. Projections were giving the BJP fewer than 200 
seats, a steep drop from its previous total of 303, and a result that 
would spell the end of its parliamentary majority. Modi’s con-
tinued rule would depend on the cooperation of coalition allies. 

At about noon, I sat in on an editorial meeting in Delhi of � e 
Hindu, one of India’s few remaining independent newspapers. � e 
mood was buoyant. � ere had been a betting pool on the election, 
and as one editor read out the names of the winners, there was 
laughter and cheering. I heard a § urry of hot takes: “It’s about 
hubris; he’ll have to tone it down.” “It’s a huge sigh of relief for 
India’s Muslims.” “Coalition politics is back.” � e political editor 
said she wanted a story on what the BJP got wrong, and someone 
joked that it would be too long to � t in the paper. 

A little later, I made my way over to the headquarters of the 
Congress Party, on Akbar Road. A raucous outdoor party was 
under way, with a thick crowd of members and guests milling 
around in a state of bliss. � e Congress Party and its opposition 
allies had lost, but were behaving as if they’d won a historic victory. 
Partly, this was because Modi and his party had done everything 
they could to tilt the election in their favor, and everyone knew 
it. Opposition politicians had faced a wildly disproportionate 
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number of investigations. In some cases, political � gures who 
switched to the BJP saw their charges abruptly dropped. 

To some extent, Modi had himself to blame for the way the elec-
tion results were interpreted. He had said early on that he expected 
to win 400 seats, a supermajority that could grant him the power 
to change the constitution. Had this happened, Hindutva might 
well  have been enshrined as the country’s new ruling ideology. 

Modi’s narrow victory felt like a rebuke. But opinion varied 
on what it meant. Caste seems to have played a role, especially 
in northern India. Modi’s party has always been vulnerable 
to defections by low-caste Hindus, who feel the party is still 
wedded to upper-caste privilege, and many Dalits, once more 
commonly known as untouchables,   appear to have shifted their 
votes to the opposition. 

Another prevalent view was that Modi had taken his divisive, 
anti-Muslim religious rhetoric too far. He may also have overplayed 
the god-man role. During the initiation of the Ayodhya temple last 
January, he’d violated protocol by performing religious rites himself.

In the days and weeks after the election, many Indians were 
too overwhelmed by happiness and relief to worry about the 
details. Modi was no longer invulnerable. He would have to 
compromise, people said, if he wanted to keep his job. 

But Modi is not used to compromise. He is very good at divid-
ing Indians to suit his political needs, and he is probably too old 
to change. In some ways, he is a more authentic product of India’s 
democracy than any of his Congress Party predecessors, with their 

patrician pedigrees. His departure—he will be 78 during the 
next general election, and is not expected to run again—will not 
change the country’s structural vulnerability to populist strong-
men. India may be more susceptible to the politics of identity 
and division than other countries precisely because, as PTR told 
me, it is so immense and so diverse. It is more a continent than a 
country, as the British liked to say—a self-serving point, but one 
that has grown even more apt since their departure.

Modi’s legacy may be decided by those who no longer chant 
his name. Indian democracy will face its most important test in 
the small towns and villages where the bulk of the population 
still lives. One of the people I met in Uttar Pradesh, a 51-year-old 
farmer, told me that he’d voted for Modi, but a decade of BJP rule 
had soured him on politics. � e party had “played the drums of 
zero tolerance for corruption,” he said, but had not paid atten-
tion to the people’s needs, and corruption had only grown worse.

“Hindutva,” he said, “stands for a religion with the most 
humble ness, the most virtues, the best upbringing, the good 
culture we have that doesn’t exist anywhere else.” He paused a 
moment. “� ere is no party that really stands for that,” he said, 
“and there won’t be one.” 

Robert F. Worth is a contributing writer at � e Atlantic. A former 
bureau chief for � e New York Times, he has spent more than two 
decades writing about the Middle East, Europe, and Asia. 

Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, where Modi last year consecrated a Hindu temple on the site of a mosque destroyed in 1992   
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ILLUSTRATION BY LIZ HART

OMNIVORE

�e Wild Charity 
of Saint Francis

�e guide we need, now that 
kindness is countercultural

By James Parker

It’s a peculiar symptom of where we’re 
at— caught between phases of con-
sciousness, between the ruins of one 
world and the unknown shape of the 
next— to be seeing two things at the 
same time. Or to be seeing the same 
thing in two ways simultaneously. 
Stuck in the transition, we’re con-
demned to a species of double vision: 
cross-eyed, as it were, in the cross-fade. 
And sometimes, sometimes, this can be 
quite useful. When you meet a guy, for 
example, like Francis of Assisi.

Genius or crackpot? Both. Sensu-
ous embracer of life or self-mortifying 
freak? Both. Exhibitionist or recluse? 
Anarchist or company man? Runaway 
rich kid or true voice of the rejected? 
Both, both, and both. And when God 
spoke to him in 1206, his voice issuing 
from a cruci�x and saying, “Francis, 
do you not see that my house is falling 
into ruin? Go, therefore, and repair the 
house,” did God mean the dilapidated, 
bat-�itted, holes-in-the-roof church in 
which Francis, at that moment, hap-
pened to be kneeling? Or did he mean 
the whole of medieval Christendom? 
He meant, of course—are you getting 
the idea?—both.

Volker Leppin’s Francis of Assisi, 
newly translated from the German by 
Rhys S. Bezzant, is subtitled �e Life of 
a Restless Saint, and the restlessness of 
the subject is shared by the author. His 
book, Leppin writes, “does not pres-
ent itself as a biography in the classic 
sense.” Which is not to suggest that 
Leppin, a professor of historical theol-
ogy at Yale, has written some kind of 
jazzy meta-book. But Francis of Assisi 
does have double vision, maneuvering 
constantly between hagiography and 
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What he’s  
doing is pretty 
straightforward. 
He’s living—
actually living—
by the words  
of Jesus.

history, legend and fact, heaven and Earth, miracles 
and—what’s the opposite of miracles? Leppin comes 
not to debunk but rather to discover in what fashion 
those early, physics-defying accounts of Francis, the 
tales told within the blast radius of his actual presence, 
might be understood as true. 

Francis was born around 1181, in Assisi in central 
Italy, the son of a well-to-do merchant named Pietro 
di Bernardone. After that, the story gets hazy. Some 
versions would have him quite a nicely behaved youth; 
in others, the more fun ones, he’s a pro�igate, a syba-
rite, a tearaway. Seeking honors on the battle�eld, he 
signs up for one of the endless local town-on-town 
skirmishes, only to be swiftly captured and impris-
oned. When he gets out, a year or so later, the changes 
begin: conversion. 

Francis tears o� his fancy clothes; he kisses lepers; he 
starts begging. It’s all a bit unbalanced. He turns his back 
on privilege and plunges madly downward. (Perhaps this 
is the point in the story at which Francis— were he try-
ing something similar today, here in America— would 
�nd himself scooped up by psychiatry and institutional-
ized, or at the very least heavily medicated, at the behest 
of his family maybe, or he’d go rattling unattended into 
the tunnels of the justice system.) 

Desperate to impoverish himself, he tries to donate 
a large amount of his father’s money to a local church; 
the priest, afraid of Bernardone Sr., refuses it, where-
upon Francis—the anti-alchemist, King Midas in 
reverse, turning gold back to base metal—casts the 
money scornfully aside, “valuing it,” as Saint Bonaven-
ture wrote in his 13th-century Life of Saint Francis, “no 
more than dust that is trodden under foot.”

But gradually, via great humiliations, a stint in a 
cave, and a complete rupture with his father, these lung-
ings and impetuosities resolve themselves into the prop-
erly achieved Franciscan humor, a kind of continual 
outrageous sanctity. Francis becomes Francis, and he 
begins to attract followers. What he’s doing is pretty 
straightforward. He’s living— actually living— by the 
words of Jesus: Love your neighbor, give it all away, 
praise God, and don’t worry about tomorrow. 

Pretty straightforward, and a head-on challenge to 
the world. It is no longer enough, for example, to give 
alms to the lepers and walk o� feeling pious: Now, 
like Francis and his brothers, you have to accompany 
the lepers. You have to stand with them in what Lep-
pin calls “the world of the excluded,” of the lowest in 
society, which in the cosmic reversal e�ected by the 
Gospels turns out to be the highest place on Earth. 

To get in touch with the miraculous Francis, the 
folkloric Francis, read the Fioretti, or �e Little Flowers 
of St. Francis, a 14th-century collection of tales about 
the saint and his friars. It’s a beautiful book. Here we 
�nd Francis “raising his face to heaven” like a solar 

panel, taming wolves and preaching to the birds and 
subsisting for weeks on half a loaf of bread to “cast the 
venom of vainglory from him.” We see him healing a 
leper, and then, when that leper dies (“of another in�r-
mity”) a couple of weeks later, encountering the man’s 
heaven-bound soul whooshing past him in a wood.

We see him—in a typically self-condemning mood, 
regarding himself as the vilest of sinners and the basest 
of men—earnestly instruct Brother Leo to tell him, 
“Truly thou dost merit the deepest hell.” And Leo tries 
to say it—he tries his best—but when he opens his 
mouth, what comes bulbing out instead, Jim Carrey– 
style, is, “God will perform so many good works 
through thee that thou shalt go to paradise.” Francis, 
peeved, renews the e�ort, enjoining Leo this time to 
tell him, “Verily thou art worthy of being numbered 
among the accursed.” Again Leo assents, but the words 
that come through him, rebelliously, are, “O Friar Fran-
cis, God will do in such wise that among the blessed 
thou shalt be singularly blessed.” And repeat. It has the 
rhythm of an SNL sketch. We also meet the amazing, 
more-Francis-than-Francis Brother Juniper, a �gure of 
such a�ronting innocence that Francis himself, when 
he’s wrangling a particularly tenacious demon, simply 
has to mention Juniper’s name to make the demon �ee. 

G. K. Chesterton wrote very beautifully about 
Francis. For him, the saint’s jangling polarities resolve 
themselves quite naturally if we imagine him as a 
lover: Francis was in love with God, so he did all the 
crazy zigzag things that lovers do. ¥e feats, the ecsta-
sies, the prostrations and abnegations. And he loved 
the Church too. “Francis,” Leppin notes, “certainly 
did not engage in any polemic against the clergy.” It 
never occurred to him to question directly the institu-
tions and practices of Catholicism: ¥e polemic, so 
to speak, was himself. ¥e story goes that when he 
went to Rome to get Pope Innocent III’s blessing, and 
Innocent said something waspish about him looking 
like a swineherd, Francis left the papal court, found a 
couple of pigs in the street, rolled around companion-
ably in their pig-mess, and then came back. 

Did that really happen? Does it matter? A story 
like that, we need it to be true. And right now we 
need Saint Francis. Now that kindness is counter-
cultural, we need his extremes of wild charity to pull 
us back toward it. And we need his asceticism: His 
self-denial, his merry disdain of health and comfort 
and security, is a rebuke to our self-care. ¥ere are no 
safe spaces, and no guarantees— the only stability is 
the bottomlessness of divine love. ¥e trapdoor held 
open by grace. So we take the hand of Francis, and 
down we go. 

James Parker is a sta� writer at ¥e Atlantic.
YALE UNIVERSITY 
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A Palestinian American  
Sex and the City

Betty Shamieh’s debut novel  
is a rebellious rom-com.

By Gal Beckerman

instead of avatars of victimhood, carnal where they 
tend to be portrayed as saintly. In fan-�ction mode, 
she plays with genre, which gives her a structure to 
complicate. With Too Soon, she told me, “More than 
anything, I wanted to create a Palestinian American 
Sex and the City.” 

�e novel, which opens in 2012, has all the beats 
(and some of the cliché and cringe) of a romantic 
comedy—one that unfolds partly in the West Bank. In 
Shamieh’s classic marriage plot, an indecisive woman 
is approaching her 40s and trying to pick between two 
men, each of whom represents a distinct path for her. 
Yet the protagonist, a theater director named Arabella 
who shares much of her biography with Shamieh, is 
an antihero. �e daughter of Palestinian immigrants 
to America, Arabella is both confused and demand-
ing. She wants to pursue Aziz, a man descended from 
her clan who is volunteering as a medic in Gaza and 
who o�ers her the prospect of being the good Pales-
tinian, making babies for her people—a life decision 
that would also be politically sound. But she discov-
ers that she has feelings for Yoav, an Israeli Ameri-
can theater friend she has known for nearly 20 years, 
who represents the independent life she has made 
for herself in New York City; he doesn’t want kids at 
all. Arabella is not an emblem of anything— she can 
be self- righteous, self-deprecating, petty, lustful. And 
she’s funny. I’m not sure how she would feel about 
being tucked among the other “Palestinian Stories.” 

“Don’t we all know that we’re kind of terrible?” 
Shamieh asked me, as a Palestinian American Carrie 
Bradshaw might. “I’m just in touch with the fact that 
I’m that way.” But she wondered aloud whether other 
people know this about themselves too. “Sometimes I 
feel like I’m playing truth or dare, and nobody’s really 
actually telling the truth.”

I  m e t  S h a m i e h  one day in early November at a 
French brasserie called Marseille in New York’s theater 
district, a favorite spot of hers where she had many post-
performance glasses of wine during the two decades 
she spent working O� and O�-O�-Broadway after 
graduating from the Yale School of Drama in 2000. 
I expected her to be as brash in person as Arabella is 
on the page. “If you were thinking about hating me 
already, don’t worry. You’re in great company,” Arabella 
assures the reader in the very �rst paragraph. “Also, 
try as you might, you can’t hate me as much as I hate 
myself.” But Shamieh, a curtain of long black hair 
sweeping down one side of her face, conveyed calm 
and even a little shyness, explaining, “I’m older, and 
I’m a mother.” In her 40s, she has a 10-year-old son 
and now lives in San Francisco. 

From the novel’s start, Arabella resists her Pales-
tinian identity. She’s not one to sign petitions. She’d 

My local independent bookstore has a corner devoted to what it 
calls “Palestinian Stories.” �e small display of books, which went 
up in October 2023, is a grim collection of mostly non �ction titles, 
such as Rashid Khalidi’s �e Hundred Years’ War on Palestine: A 
History of Settler Colonialism and Resistance, 1917–2017 and Ben 
Ehrenreich’s �e Way to the Spring: Life and Death in Palestine. �e 
smattering of novels are largely by Palestinian American writers, 
among them Susan Abulhawa’s Mornings in Jenin and Hala Alyan’s 
Salt Houses, both bleak multigenerational epics of exile and grief.

You can feel the weight that these books have to carry, each 
bearing the “pressure” to tell “the human story that will educate 
and enlighten others,” as the British Palestinian novelist Isabella 
Hammad recently wrote in her book Recognizing the Stranger: 
On Palestine and Narrative. Because Palestinians are a people 
frequently reduced to a problem, the impulse to testify on their 
behalf is natural. But art that begins with such a mission is not 
art that is likely to surprise or entertain. Didacticism often results 
in �ction mostly inhabited by heroes and beautifully tragic �g-
ures: the Palestinian grandmother who tightly grips the key to 
the ancestral home that she lost; the young Palestinian American 
woman who returns to the occupied lands and feels, for the �rst 
time, her people’s struggle; the deracinated doctor in Beirut or 
Kuwait or Paris, unmoored and overwhelmed by longing. 

Especially in this past year of mass death in Gaza, writers want 
to humanize Palestinians. �ey need to humanize Palestinians. And 
maybe hoping, as a reader, to also encounter occasions to laugh is 
obscene. But a new debut novel by a celebrated Palestinian Ameri-
can playwright responds in a startling way to the burden that Ham-
mad described—by shrugging it o�. In Too Soon, Betty Shamieh 
isn’t trying to educate or enlighten. I was taken aback when, as 
we talked, she described herself as essentially writing “fan �ction.” 

What Shamieh meant is that she creates stories to entertain 
herself, as a kind of wish ful�llment. Her plays—she has written 
16—have something of this quality too. In Malvolio, produced 
by the Classical �eatre of Harlem in 2023, she took the tragic 
fool of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night—who is tricked into thinking 
that the noble lady he serves, Olivia, is in love with him—and 
gave him a sequel that ends in marriage and triumph over his 
tormentors. Shamieh has rejiggered Palestinian characters in a 
similar spirit in other plays, making them irreverent and ¥awed 
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having sex and eating takeout hummus and skewers of 
shrimp. At one point, mid-fellatio, she discovers scars 
from bullet wounds on both of his legs—the work, it 
turns out, of Israeli snipers. She wants to talk about 
what happened; he doesn’t want her to stop. 

�e novel is full of such moments, when Arabella’s 
own urges collide with a sense of obligation to some-
thing greater. She is drawn to the idea of Aziz, as he 
is to the idea of her—propagating and making their 
grandmothers happy. Shamieh told me how familiar 
this aspect of tribalism felt. Her family is descended 
from Christian Palestinian clans that lived for cen-
turies in a village that eventually became Ramallah. 
During the decade leading up to the Six-Day War, in 
1967, most of the members of her family scattered to a 
few di�erent cities in the United States, including San 
Francisco, where Shamieh was born and grew up. But 
the descendants remained in a kind of “time warp,” 
Shamieh said, gathering annually at an enormous con-
vention, in part for the purposes of pairing up young 
descendants. “I would say maybe 95 percent of my 
cousins married people who cannot speak Arabic and 
have names like Betty and are completely American, 
but are from our clans,” Shamieh said. She went too 
because “it seemed easier than dating.” 

But she felt an inner con�ict, which makes its way 
into the novel. “I lived in the space—that stasis— 
between being pushed and being pulled,” Arabella 
explains. It leaves an opening for self-aware scrutiny 
of the narratives that prop up a person’s sense of iden-
tity and community. One Manhattan scene, in which 
Arabella secretly seeks out the mother of Yoav, her 
Israeli American love interest, lands in an unexpected 
place. �e mother, Indji, is an Egyptian Jew who was 
exiled from Egypt in the 1950s and found refuge in 
Israel before coming to the United States. To gain her 
con¡dence, Arabella pretends to be Jewish (a hokey 
contrivance that Shakespeare would have approved 
of ), and Indji shares the story of her banishment. 
�e tale tilts Arabella’s perspective. “I fretted over the 
plight of Palestinians only because I was one,” she 
re�ects. “Had I been born Jewish, I would have been a 
Zionist, perhaps a militant one. I would have insisted 
we had a homeland. I would have wanted it secure. 
By any means necessary.”

I t ’s  a  v e r t i g i n o u s  m o m e n t  for Arabella—
and for the reader, too, in a post–October 7 world in 
which both Palestinians and Israelis have rewound the 
tape on their own stories all the way back to their most 
elemental and least accommodating versions: the Nakba
versus the Holocaust. “Inviting a competing history 
into your worldview is disorienting,” Arabella says. “It 
�ips a switch in your brain and your vision suddenly 
becomes kaleidoscopic. �e shards of your people’s 

rather be recognized for her unique productions of 
Shakespeare: “I staged comedies as if they were trag-
edies and vice versa” (a good summary of Shamieh’s 
work as a playwright as well). When she is featured 
on the cover of American �eatre magazine and later 
learns that this was purely because the editor was look-
ing for a way to honor Edward Said, the Palestin-
ian American intellectual, Arabella is furious: “I was 
chosen not for the art I made but for the art I made 
while being Palestinian. I had done everything in my 
life to never feel I got a leg up because magnanimous 
liberal white people felt sorry for me.”

Asked to direct a production of Hamlet in the West 
Bank city of Ramallah, Arabella hesitates at ¡rst. “I 
have zero desire to return to Palestine,” she tells Aziz 
the ¡rst time they speak, after their grandmothers 
have set them up. She ¡nally takes the job because she 
hopes to impress the British theater company spon-
soring the project. And because she wants to test the 
chemistry with Aziz. 

Arabella’s identity crisis is one that Shamieh under-
stands. She was the ¡rst Palestinian American play-
wright to have a production premiere O� Broadway, 
and the responsibility of representing the Palestinian 
or Arab perspective on the New York stage felt daunt-
ing, she told me, especially as she worked throughout 
the War on Terror years. She certainly was not inter-
ested in producing “agitprop,” she said; instead she 
studied Neil Simon’s comedies so she could emulate 
them. Just before she started writing Too Soon, she had 
made a decision to try writing for television, like many 
of her playwright friends. She was ready to go for the 
money—until, that is, she found herself caught up in 
the story of Arabella, a single woman in her mid-30s 
who wants to settle down but can’t ¡gure out who she is. 

“�e only way I could deal with my fear of being 
pigeonholed and limited and diminished by my ethnic-
ity was to write about my fear of it,” Shamieh told me. 
“�at’s the only way I can process it and laugh at it.”

�e ribald humor, the over-the-top-ness that she 
brings to describing this struggle, reminded me— 
surprisingly— of mid-century Jewish American writ-
ers, especially Philip Roth, navigating between the 
poles of Jewishness and Americanness with a lecher-
ous grin. I thought back to a hotel-room encounter 
at the end of Portnoy’s Complaint. Alexander Portnoy 
is in Israel, wrestling on the �oor with a hearty young 
woman from a kibbutz. He is attracted to her strength 
and repelled by it, wanting to conquer her but also 
to be her—and, to make things even more Freudian, 
he realizes with a jolt that she reminds him of his 
mother. �e scene, in all its violence and absurdity, 
reveals the subterranean tensions between Diaspora 
Jews and Israelis. In Too Soon, Arabella spends days 
in hotel rooms in Jerusalem and Ramallah with Aziz, 
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He �nds himself in surreal situations (including an 
encounter with an alien from outer space), always try-
ing to make the best of them—and somehow always 
falling deeper into a hole. “He’s trying so hard and 
doing everything and still failing,” Shamieh said. 

This uphill-battle swashbuckling is what ani-
mates Shamieh in her dramatic work too, which 
pretty consistently features norm-breaking women 
who cause havoc. One of her most successful plays, 
Roar, appeared O� Broadway in 2004, starring Anna-
bella Sciorra as a Palestinian woman named Hala. 
Like Blanche in A Streetcar Named Desire, she incites 
quarrels and betrayals among family members who 
are driven, and often defeated, by unabashed sexual 
desire and a hunger to assimilate in bold ways (the 
teenage protagonist of the play, Hala’s niece, is a blues 
singer). “Roar has these women who are in your face,” 
Samer Al-Saber, a theater professor at Williams Col-
lege who is compiling a selection of Shamieh’s plays 
into a book set to be published next year, told me. 
“�ey are funny. �ey are constantly discussing what 
potentially could be considered dirty laundry. �ey are 
�ghting with each other, against each other, and for 
each other. And in that way, it is not the typical minor-
ity story.” By bucking conventions, Al-Saber added, 
Shamieh is also resisting the demands of the market. 

Shamieh told me that in writing such characters— 
her “crazy women,” as she put it—she also managed 
to avoid the traps set for her by the wider culture’s 
perception of Arab Americans. She could have done 
the expected, she said, and written plays about, for 
example, honor killings, a persistent problem in cer-
tain Arab communities. But she worried that she 
would be reinforcing stereotypes; by not creating 
submissive and oppressed women, she could upend 
them. At the same time, she was writing characters 
whom she not only knew—women like those in her 
own family— but was more comfortable sharing with 
a non-Arab audience. 

Arabella also chooses a third way at the end of 
Too Soon, and (spoiler alert) her rejection of Aziz was 
particularly striking to read, because her rationale 
sounded like something Shamieh herself would say. 
“Unlike Aziz, I wasn’t searching for a point to life,” 
Arabella says. “I was looking to feel enthralled by it.” 
Shamieh actually did say something like this to me, 
though it was more grounded in the challenge and 
opportunity of being Palestinian. “I feel like my bent 
as a human being is towards joy, towards connection, 
towards optimism,” she told me. “But I happen to 
have been born to people who don’t have much at 
this point to be optimistic about.” 

Gal Beckerman is a sta	 writer at �e Atlantic. 

history are true and clear, but they don’t coalesce into 
a neat picture of saints and sinners.” 

In his book Orientalism, Edward Said famously 
revealed the ways that Western literature had depicted 
Arabs as exotic, backward, irrational, and in need of 
guidance— portrayals that served, consciously or 
not, to justify a colonial mindset toward them. But 
Said’s analysis also posed an implicit question that it 
didn’t answer: If these writers robbed Arabs of their 
full humanity, how can literature restore it— without, 
that is, simply creating characters who are the noble 
inverse of the ones Western writers invented? 

Shamieh’s novel would be comfortable on romance-
�ction shelves, but the longer trajectory of her dramatic 
work points to her deep concern with this question. 
She came of age in the 1990s, during the optimis-
tic period of the Oslo Accords—a time, she told me, 
when Said and the conductor Daniel Barenboim could 
create an Israeli-Arab youth orchestra, for example. 
In 2003, Shamieh herself helped found a Jewish and 
Arab American theater collective called the Semitic 
Root. �e defeatism that has come to de�ne the way 
that many young people today perceive the con¢ict 
between Palestinians and Israelis is not really part of 
her vocabulary. And as we sat and talked, I sensed an 
unwillingness to delve too deeply into the mess that is 
the region’s politics; that’s not what has motivated her. 

What propels her instead is the idea of creating 
characters and stories that confound expectations— 
including, occasionally, her own. Early in her work 
on Too Soon, Shamieh realized that her marriage plot 
needed to be multigenerational, pulling her back 
toward what she had resisted as a fusty Palestinian 
genre. Interspersed between Arabella’s sections are 
the �rst-person narratives of her lively grandmother 
Zoya (who on the boat to America manages to steal 
a moment of transgression with a man named Aziz, 
actually the grandfather of the Aziz whom Arabella 
will meet—again, Shakespeare would approve) and 
then of her mother, Naya (who bridles at an arranged 
marriage, immerses herself in African American culture, 
and grows an afro). “I thought I was writing Sex and the
City,” Shamieh told me, and then “it was as if Carrie 
Bradshaw’s grandmother shows up, and she’s like, ‘I sur-
vived the potato famine and I didn’t have a great time 
on the boat to Ellis Island being a single woman, and 
that’s why you like shoes and are obsessed with men.’ ” 

�ese women are all antiheroes of a sort, especially 
when set against �gures in other Palestinian works. 
Shamieh mentioned one largely overlooked 1974 novel 
by the Palestinian Israeli writer Emile Habiby, which 
she looked to as a rare precedent for its profanity and 
satire. �e Secret Life of Saeed: �e Pessoptimist is a pica-
resque story of a Palestinian man stumbling through the 
wreckage of the 1948 war out of which Israel emerged. 

What propels  
her is the idea  
of creating 
characters and 
stories that 
confound 
expectations—
including, 
occasionally,  
her own.
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In 1985, when I was 9 years old, I watched 
the 	rst episode of the new Twilight Zone, a 
reboot of the classic early-1960s TV series. 
People rarely talk about the ’80s version, 
which ran for just three seasons. But there 
must be other viewers around my age who 
have never forgotten “A Little Peace and 
Quiet,” the second story in that debut epi-
sode. It’s about a woman who discovers 
a magic pendant in the shape of a sun-
dial that gives her the power to stop time. 
Whenever she says “Shut up,” everyone 
and everything in the world except her 
comes to a halt, resuming only when she 
says, “Start talking.” 

At 	rst she uses the device to give her-
self a break from her irritating husband 
and chattering children. But at the end 

Apocalypse, Constantly

Humans love to imagine their own demise.

By Adam Kirsch
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The dread of 
extinction has 
always been 
with us; only 
the mechanism 
changes. 

of the episode, she hears an announcement that the 
Soviets have launched a nuclear attack on the United 
States, and she deploys the magic phrase to arrest time. 
In the last scene, she walks out of her house and looks 
up to see ICBMs frozen in midair, leaving her with an 
impossible choice: to unfreeze time and be destroyed 
along with all of humanity, or to spend eternity as the 
sole living person in the world.

I remember that TV image better than most of 
the things I saw in real life as a child. It was the 
perfect symbol of an understanding of history that 
Generation X couldn’t help but absorb— if not from 
�e Twilight Zone, then from movies such as �e Day 
After and WarGames. �e nuclear-arms race meant 
that humanity’s destruction was imminent, even 
though no one actually wanted it, because we were 
collectively too stupid and frivolous to prevent it. We 
were terri�ed of the future, like the woman in the 
TV show—yet we also secretly longed for the arrival 
of the catastrophe because only it could release us 
from the anxiety of waiting. 

Four years after that broadcast, the Cold War 
ended in an American victory with the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. In an in�uential essay published in the 
euphoric year of 1989, the political scientist Francis 
Fukuyama proclaimed “the end of history.” But it 
felt more like the resumption of history. �roughout 
four decades of nuclear brinkmanship, humanity had 
been living in fearful expectation, like Brutus in Julius 
Caesar : “Between the acting of a dreadful thing / And 
the �rst motion, all the interim is / Like a phantasma 
or a hideous dream.” Now the doomsday weapons 
had been, if not abolished, at least holstered, and the 
passage of time could mean progress, rather than a 
countdown to annihilation. 

S o m e h ow,  t h i n g s  h ave n’t  turned out that 
way. Young people today are no less obsessed with 
climate disasters than Gen X was with nuclear war. 
Where we had nightmares about missiles, theirs fea-
ture mass extinctions and climate refugees, wild�res 
and water wars. And that’s just the beginning. As 
Dorian Lynskey, a British journalist and critic, writes 
in Everything Must Go: �e Stories We Tell About the 
End of the World, wherever you look in contempo-
rary pop culture, humanity is getting wiped out— if 
not by pollution and extreme weather (as in Wall-E
and �e Day After Tomorrow), then by a meteor or 
comet (Armageddon, Deep Impact), a virus (Station 
Eleven, �e Walking Dead ), or sudden, inexplicable 
infertility (Children of Men). 

�ese are more than just Hollywood tropes. Lyn-
skey cites surveys showing that 56 percent of people 
ages 16 to 25 agree with the statement “Humanity is 
doomed,” while nearly a third of Americans expect 

an apocalyptic event to take place in their lifetime. 
Logically enough, people who believe that the world is 
about to end are much less inclined to bring children 
into it. According to a 2024 Pew Research Center 
survey of unmarried Americans ages 18 to 34, 69 per-
cent say they want to get married one day, but only 
51 percent say they want to have children. Around 
the world, birth rates are falling rapidly; one South 
Korean online retailer reported that more strollers 
are now being sold for dogs than for babies in that 
country. Perhaps this is how the world will end—“not 
with a bang but a whimper,” as T. S. Eliot wrote in his 
1925 poem, “�e Hollow Men.”

But the fact that Eliot was already fantasizing about 
the end of the world a century ago suggests that the 
dread of extinction has always been with us; only the 
mechanism changes. �irty years before “�e Hollow 
Men,” H. G. Wells’s 1895 novel �e Time Machine
imagined the ultimate extinction of life on Earth, 
as the universe settles into entropy and heat death. 
Nearly 70 years before that, Mary Shelley’s novel �e 
Last Man imagined the destruction of the human race 
in an epidemic. And even then, the subject was con-
sidered old hat. One reason �e Last Man failed to 
make the same impression as Shelley’s Frankenstein, 
Lynskey shows, is that two other works titled “�e 
Last Man” were published in Britain the same year, 
as well as a poem called “�e Death of the World.” 

In these modern fables, human extinction is imag-
ined in scienti�c terms, as the result of natural causes. 
But the fears they express are much older than science. 
�e term apocalypse comes from an ancient Greek 
word meaning “unveiling,” and it was used in a liter-
ary sense to describe biblical books such as Daniel and 
Revelation, which o¬er obscure but highly dramatic 
predictions about the end of days. “A river of fire 
streamed forth before Him; / �ousands upon thou-
sands served Him; / Myriads upon myriads attended 
Him; / �e court sat and the books were opened,” 
Daniel says about the Day of Judgment.

Everything Must Go takes note of these early pre-
decessors, but Lynskey mostly focuses on books and 
movies produced in the U.S. and the U.K. in the past 
200 years, after the Christian apocalypse had begun 
“to lose its monopoly over the concept of the end of 
the world.” He divides this material into sections to 
show how the favorite methods of annihilation have 
evolved over time, in tandem with scienti�c progress. 

In the mid-19th century, as astronomers were 
starting to understand the true nature of comets and 
meteors, writers began to imagine what might happen 
if one of these celestial wanderers collided with our 
planet. Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “�e Destruction 
of the World,” published in 1843, was perhaps the �rst 
to evoke the initial moment of impact: 
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of a divine decree or a celestial collision, they might 
rend their garments and tear their hair, but they could 
do nothing about it. When we imagine the end of the 
world in a nuclear war or an AI takeover, we are not 
just the victims but also the culprits. Like Charlton 
Heston at the end of Planet of the Apes, we have no 
one to curse but ourselves: “You maniacs! You blew it 
up! Ah, damn you! God damn you all to hell!” 

In  A  C E N T U R Y  O F  T O M O R R OW S : How Imagining the 
Future Shapes the Present, the historian and museum 
curator Glenn Adamson surveys a di�erent genre 
of stories about the future—the ones told by 20th-
century “futurologists.” Where Lynskey’s writers and 
�lmmakers envision the future as an inevitable disas-
ter, these modern seers believed that we can control 
our destiny— if we only have the good sense to fol-
low their advice. 

Adamson applies the term futurologist to a wide 
range of �gures in business, science, politics, and 
the arts, most of whom would not have described 
themselves that way. For the designer Norman Bel 
Geddes, shaping the future meant sketching “cars, 
buses, and trains that swelled dramatically toward 
their front ends, as if they could scarcely wait to get 
where they were going.” For the feminist Shulamith 
Firestone, it meant calling for the abolition of the 
nuclear family. We also encounter Marcus Garvey, 
who led a Black nationalist movement in the early 
20th century, and Stewart Brand, the author of the 
hippie bible �e Whole Earth Catalog. �e assortment 
of visionaries is odd, but Adamson accords them all 
a place in his book because they expanded America’s 
sense of the possible, its expectations about what the 
future could bring. 

�e villains of Adamson’s book, by contrast, are the 
technocrats of futurism— think-tank experts, business 
executives, and government o�cials who believed that 
they could dictate the future by collecting enough data 
and applying the right theories. A classic example is 
Robert McNamara, who serves as a parable of “the 
rise and fall of technocratic futurology’s unchallenged 
dominance” in Cold War America. 

McNamara became a Harvard Business School 
professor in the 1940s, and demonstrated a talent “for 
planning, for forecasting, for quantitatively analyzing, 
for segregating the trouble spots and identifying the 
upcoming trends, for abstracting and projecting and 
predicting.” During World War II, he was recruited 
by the Air Force to study production methods and 
eliminate ine�ciencies. After the war, he did the same 
at Ford Motor Company, rising to become its head. 

When John F. Kennedy named McNamara as 
his secretary of defense, the choice seemed like a 
perfect �t. Who better than a master planner to plan 

For a moment there was a wild lurid light alone, 

visiting and penetrating all things … then, there 

came a great pervading sound, as if from the very 

mouth of HIM; while the whole circumambient 

mass of ether in which we existed, burst at once 

into a species of intense ©ame.

�is kind of cataclysmic fantasy hasn’t disappeared— 
in the 2021 movie Don’t Look Up, astronomers dis-
cover a new comet months before it’s due to strike 
Earth. But whereas 19th-century stories emphasized 
humanity’s helplessness in the face of external threats, 
the technological advances of the 20th century created 
a new fear: that we would destroy ourselves, either on 
purpose or accidentally. 

Hiroshima demonstrated that a global nuclear 
war could not be won. Radioactive fallout and 
nuclear winter, in which dust and smoke blot out 
the sun, would mean the extinction of most life on 
Earth. �is scenario could be played for eerie trag-
edy: In the 1959 �lm On the Beach, Australians go 
about their ordinary lives while waiting for the fall-
out of a nuclear war to arrive and complete human-
ity’s erasure. Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964) 
staged the end of the world as an absurdist comedy, 
the accidental result of ideological mania and sheer 
idiocy. �e �lm closes with the terrifying yet prepos-
terous image of an American airman riding a falling 
bomb like a rodeo steer. 

Technology didn’t just enable us to annihilate 
ourselves. More unsettling, it raised the possibility 
that we would make ourselves obsolete. Today this 
fear is often expressed in terms of AI, but it �rst 
surfaced more than a century ago in the 1920 play 
R.U.R., by the Czech playwright Karel Čapek. Čapek 
invented both the word robot (adapted from a Czech 
word meaning “forced labor”) and the �rst robot 
uprising; at the end of the play, only one human is 
left on Earth, an engineer spared by the robots to 
help them reproduce. Isaac Asimov’s classic collec-
tion of sci-� stories, I, Robot (1950), envisioned a 
more benevolent scenario, in which robots become 
so intelligent so quickly that they simply take over 
the management of the world, turning humanity 
into their wards— whether we like it or not. 

All of these stories can be seen as variations on the 
theme of “�e Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” a tale told in 
ballad form by Goethe in 1797, at the dawn of the 
age of technology. Because our tools have become 
too powerful for us to manage, the future never 
unfolds the way we expect it to; our utopias always 
lurch into dystopia. 

�is element of self-accusation is what makes an 
apocalypse story distinctively modern. When human 
beings imagined that the world would end as a result 
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America’s Cold War victory? Instead, McNamara 
spent the next seven years presiding over the ever-
deepening catastrophe in Vietnam, where America’s 
strategic failure was camou�aged by framing the situ-
ation, Adamson writes, as “a series of data points, 
treating ‘kill ratio’ and ‘body count’ as predictive 
measures in the war’s progress.” 

�e conclusion that Adamson draws from his illu-
minating forays into cultural history is that any claim 
to be able to control the future is an illusion; the more 
scienti�c it sounds, the more dangerous it can be. Yet 
he ends up admitting to “a certain admiration” for 
futurologists, despite their mistakes, because “they 
help us feel the future, the thrilling, frightening, awe-
some responsibility that it is.” 

The  future  can be our responsibility only if we 
have the power—and the will—to change it. Other-
wise it becomes our fate, a basilisk that turns us to 
stone as we gaze at it. For a long time, that monster 
was nuclear war, but today’s focus on worst-case sce-
narios arising from climate change is not as well suited 
to storytelling. Lynskey quotes the environmentalist 
Bill McKibben’s complaint that “global warming has 
still to produce an Orwell or a Huxley, a Verne or a 
Wells … or in �lm any equivalent of On the Beach or 
Doctor Strangelove.” 

Climate change is hard to dramatize for the same 
reason that it is hard to solve: It happens slowly and in 
the background, until it doesn’t. Compared with that 
TV image of Russian missiles suspended overhead, 
our current fears for the future are as intangible and 
omnipresent as the weather. Confronted with melt-
ing glaciers and vanishing species, our promises to use 
paper straws or shut o� the faucet while we brush our 
teeth feel less like solutions than superstitious gestures.

In a curious way, reading Everything Must Go
can serve as therapy for this kind of fatalism. “�e 
un realized fears of the past can be a comfort,” Lynskey 
writes, “because the conviction that one is living in 
the worst of times is evergreen.” �ere is a di�erence, 
of course, between living in fear of the Last Judgment 
and living in fear of nuclear war or global warming. 
�e former is a matter of faith; the latter are empirical 
realities. But when impending catastrophes are real, 
it is all the more important that we not frighten our-
selves into seeing them as inevitable. As Edgar points 
out in King Lear, “�e worst is not / So long as we 
can say, ‘�is is the worst.’ ” 

Adam Kirsch is an editor of  �e Wall Street Journal’s 
weekend Review section and the author of  �e Revolt 
Against Humanity: Imagining a Future Without Us.

Daniel Borzutzky is a National Book Award–winning poet and the translator of 

several collections. His latest book is The Murmuring Grief of the Americas. 

Or (For Isaac)
By Daniel Borzutzky

And he took his father to the �ame and his father said 

I am not a goat 

And the boy said   no    you are not a goat

And the father said     where are the goats 

And the boy said    you are a goat today or you will be a goat 

�e father thought about hybrid beasts and said nothing 

He looked with love at the strange child he created

He thought about how hard it had been to keep the boy alive 

And when the boy led him down the death path he kept thinking 

I should be in charge 

But I am tired and I can’t do anything to gain control 

I am crinkled, worn-out, sick of seeing

�ings get destroyed in my name 

Do I mind that I might be turned into someone else’s burden?

Also, I admire my son’s determination 

Someone, the voice of X, told him to take me to the �ame

Someone serious, a credible character, 

Told him to take me to the �ame 

It would have been perfectly reasonable to resist

To say look, son, this is not the kind of thing you should do to your father

But I was tired and the child was persistent and I wondered

How long will this thing go on?

It’s true, I am old now

I don’t actually want to live that much longer 

But there are a few more things I have to do 

Is it presumptuous to say there is a future that depends on me?

�e Earth has its own ideas 

�e sea has other ideas

And the sky has ideas 

�ere are just a few bodies falling from the sky today 

I think I recognize some of them 

�ey are my children and one of them whispers to me

�is is not the right way to live 

And to live in the wrong way is to die in the wrong way 

Who said that and what did they mean? 

Before he takes me to the �ame I tell my son

�ere is nothing left to do here on Earth

I welcome the pain and I welcome my son’s audacity 

I admire his �ngers as they grip my shirtsleeve

In those �ngers I feel sadness, tenacity, anger, hope

I feel the violence of the centuries �lling up in his blood 

I know how lonely it is in his body

�e expectations of our people are extraordinary 
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Where Han Kang’s 
Nightmares Come From

In her novels, the South Korean Nobel 
laureate returns again and again to her 
country’s bloody past.

By Judith Shulevitz

BOOKS In 2016, the South Korean novelist Han Kang won 
the International Booker Prize for �e Vegetarian, 
the �rst of her novels to be translated into English. 
�e novel, in which a woman who suddenly refuses 
to eat meat is treated as if she were mad, was read 
as a parable of the modern condition, Kafka’s �e 
Metamorphosis or “A Hunger Artist,” updated for 
the age of feminism and ecopolitics. In October, 
with three more of her novels now available in Eng-
lish and at least 20 other languages, the Swedish 
Academy awarded Han the Nobel Prize, elevating 
her to the empyrean realm reserved for writers of 
what is sometimes called world literature. 

Internationally famous authors need no pity, 
but the status comes with vulnerabilities. Having 
been turned into global ambassadors for their cul-
ture, they are often accused of becoming deraci-
nated and defanged. Han has dodged the charge 
so far. But suspicion fell on the English- language 
translator of �e Vegetarian, Deborah Smith, when 
the novel was propelled into the spotlight. Smith 
mistranslated some words, but her harsher detrac-
tors accused her of betraying Han’s limpid, under-
stated style, torquing it so as to hold the attention 
of Western readers. 

Works transposed into foreign languages—and 
cultures—inevitably su�er omissions and distor-
tion. �at doesn’t make them less authentic. But 
if you’re trying to understand what Han is up to, 
adjudicating the stylistic accuracy of the translation 
is less important than deepening your knowledge of 
the work’s context, which, like South Korea itself, is 
at once decidedly Korean and very cosmopolitan. 

In �e Global Novel: Writing the World in the 
21st Century, Adam Kirsch argues that “globalism 
is not just a fate thrust upon writers, but a theme 
that writers see it as a duty and an opportunity to 
explore.” What makes a novel global is not that 
its author has become a worldwide brand, but 
that it originates in a consciousness of living and 
writing in a world with permeable borders, and a 
desire to make sense of that experience. By Kirsch’s 
de�nition, Han writes global novels. Most of them 
deal—some more obliquely than others— with 
South Korea’s bloody past as a pawn in great- 
power politics and the war against Communism. 

Perhaps that sounds didactic; rest assured that 
her novels foreground richly specific narratives 
about individual characters. History still seeps in, 
and all the more so when the details have largely 
been forgotten or obscured. Memories of horrors 
that younger South Koreans can no longer name 
produce uncanny symptoms in their bodies and 
dreams. Han, who is also a poet, commands an 
impressive arsenal of literary devices, and in her 
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The national 
repression of 
trauma even 
affects the 
weather.  
The pathetic 
fallacy hasn’t 
been put to 
such good use 
in fiction since 
Wuthering 
Heights. 

hands, the national repression of trauma— what Milan 
Kundera called “organized forgetting”— even a�ects the 
weather. �e pathetic fallacy hasn’t been put to such 
good use in  ction since Wuthering Heights.

Weather  pl ays  a major role in, and may in fact 
be the main character of, Han’s latest novel, We Do 
Not Part, translated by e. yaewon and Paige Aniyah 
Morris. Much of the action takes place during a mas-
sive blizzard, and the wind and precipitation and skies 
all have an eerie salience. �e snow, though, is most 
saturated with meaning. It exhibits both agency and 
pathos, as if possessed by ghosts. Snow blocks the nar-
rator’s way during an urgent journey. It e�aces the 
features of people and landscapes the way amnesia 
erases memories, and yet it also awakens recollections, 
many of them unbearable, in those it falls upon. Snow 
clings desolately to eyelashes and noses. It even weeps, 
blowing into eyes and melting into tears. 

We Do Not Part opens with a nightmare that tor-
ments the narrator, Kyungha, night after night, and 
always makes her wake up in a panic. She is standing 
before a plain containing vast numbers of ink-black 
lopped-o� tree trunks. Suddenly the sea rises and 
starts to �ood the plain. She knows, with the certainty 
of a dream, that the mutilated trees mark graves, and 
that she must stop the water, right now, from dredging 
up and desecrating the bones. But how? 

Kyungha is a writer who published a book about a 
massacre that took place in a city referred to as G—. As 
it happens, Han wrote a novel Human Acts, about a 
pro-democracy movement led by students and activists 
in Gwangju in 1980 that was put down with extreme 
violence. Possibly as many as 2,000 protesters (the exact 
number is not known), most of them young and all 
deemed to be Communists, were murdered. �e novel
describes, among other barbaric acts, how soldiers and 
police threw bodies carelessly into trucks that carted 
them o� to be hidden or burned. Kyungha’s research 
into G— has left her in a suicidal fugue. She has lost 
touch with friends; her husband has abandoned her 
and seems to have taken their daughter with him. Now 
she lives alone in a tiny rental apartment just outside 
Seoul, if endlessly rewriting her will and not eating or 
sleeping can be called living. She is as helpless in life as 
she is in the nightmare. 

Kyungha comes up with a project that she thinks 
will exorcize it. She will collaborate with a friend, 
Inseon, a documentary  lmmaker, on an art  lm. 
�e plan is to re-create the dream, setting up doz-
ens of tree trunks on a large piece of land, and then 
wait for winter and shoot the snow falling over the 
trunks, “as white as cloth to drape down from the 
skies and blanket them all.” Han doesn’t interpret 
the dream or its remedy for us, but we understand 

that the trunks and bones are meant to stand in for 
the unburied dead of G—, and that the snow is to 
serve as their shroud. 

Han’s novels vary in style, but they form an unusu-
ally interconnected whole—in an interview, a member 
of the Nobel Prize committee noted “a continuity as 
to themes that is quite remarkable”—and the color 
white is a motif in all of them. It is mostly associated 
with birth and death. Han’s brief, lyrical novel �e 
White Book, about an older sister of the narrator who 
died a few hours after she was born, begins with a list 
of “white things,” each of which then becomes the 
subject of a short meditation. Included on the list are 
“shroud” and “snow,” as well as “white bird”; along 
with the enshrouding snow, white birds play a role 
in We Do Not Part. 

�e temptation to read the white things of this 
novel as metaphors or omens is hard to resist. �ey do 
function  guratively. Looking through the window of 
an airplane at an approaching blizzard, for instance, 
Kyungha mistakes the swirling snow for “tens of thou-
sands of white-feathered birds �ying right along the 
horizon.” �ey could be albatrosses hovering over the 
Ancient Mariner. 

But the white things do more than symbolize. Like 
the snow, white birds participate in the action as full-
fledged characters. Inseon, who lives alone on Jeju 
Island, o� the coast of the Korean peninsula, is devoted 
to a pair of white budgerigars—a kind of parakeet— that 
are nominally pets, but really companions; they speak 
in words because that’s what parakeets do, but maybe 
there’s more to it than that. Kyungha is �ying into a 
storm because Inseon, who has been evacuated to a 
mainland hospital after a horrible accident, has asked 
her to travel to her remote mountain home to rescue 
one of the budgies (the other died earlier). Kyungha is 
incredulous that she agreed to undertake such a dan-
gerous expedition just to save a bird. As she transfers 
from the plane to a bus, from which she will transfer to 
another bus and then walk to Inseon’s house, the wind 
picks up and the snow falls ever more heavily. 

K y u n g h a’s  t r i p  to Jeju Island turns out to be 
merely a frame narrative for a much more terrify-
ing journey, which is into history: Inseon’s history is 
bound up with the history of the island, which in turn 
recapitulates the history of South Korea itself. Over 
the course of the novel, Inseon tells Kyungha how she 
pieced together a past that her mother had shielded 
her from. Han’s ability to drop references to momen-
tous events o�handedly, as if they were part of every-
day life, is on full display here. As an angry teenager 
who develops a passionate hatred for everything about 
her life, particularly her stooped, seemingly subservi-
ent mother, Inseon runs away to Seoul, falls through a 
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Beyond that, a very large specter broods, palpable 
even though it never quite comes into view. You could 
call it the ghost of global history.  e proximate cause 
of the war crimes chronicled in Han’s novels is South 
Korea’s succession of authoritarian governments, their 
soldiers and police; on Jeju Island, these were joined 
by gangs of right-wing thugs. But some of us in the 
West may have forgotten who the occupying power 
was at the time, and those who have not forgotten 
may never have known the extent to which it propped 
up those regimes and participated in anti- Communist 
counter insurgency campaigns—including on Jeju 
Island. I knew very little of this history when I began 
to read Han’s novels, nor was I aware that during the 
Vietnam War, the same foreign government used more 
than 300,000 Korean troops, essentially as mercenar-
ies, among them soldiers later accused of committing 
atrocities against Vietnamese civilians. Some Korean 
veterans of that war were also involved in suppressing 
uprisings such as the one in Gwangju.  ese discover-
ies came as a shock, because the occupier I’m talking 
about is, of course, the United States. 

With her characteristically light touch, Han alludes 
to American culpability only in passing. In �e Vegetar-
ian, we learn that the protagonist’s abusive father earned 
a medal for his service in Vietnam, but the signi�cance 
of that fact is not explained. In Human Acts, a char-
acter recounts a story about Korean soldiers burning 
Vietnamese villagers alive and adds, “Some of those 
who came to slaughter us did so with the memory of 
those previous times.” A line in We Do Not Part informs 
us that American military planes released propaganda 
lea�ets over Jeju Island promising amnesty to rebels 
who turned themselves in; they were arrested anyway. 

People in one country often fail to realize how 
implicated they are in the personal histories of people 
in countries halfway around the world. Han’s novels 
never make direct accusations, but her very tact makes 
the implied indictment all the more devastating. She 
draws American readers into foreign calamities that 
their own forebears had a hand in creating, and then 
o�ers a very limited kind of redemption— the chance 
to discover, for themselves, that legacy of shame. Bet-
ter yet, we do so from the edges of the drama, not 
the center, where so many American movies about 
interventions in places like Vietnam seem determined 
to put us. Globalization is responsible for many bad 
things, but as Han demonstrates, the global novel is 
not one of them. 

Judith Shulevitz is a contributing writer at  e Atlantic and 

the author of   e Sabbath World: Glimpses of a Di�erent 

Order of Time.

snowbank into a pit, and nearly dies. When she wakes 
up in a hospital several days later, her mother is by her 
side. She had known that something had happened to 
Inseon, she tells her daughter, because she’d dreamed 
that she saw her with snow on her face. 

A little later, Inseon explains why her mother 
would have had that dream: “When she was young, 
soldiers and police had murdered everyone in her vil-
lage.” (Most of Inseon’s stories are in italics, at least 
in the translation.) Inseon’s mother and her older 
sister had been away visiting cousins in another vil-
lage; when they came home, snow had fallen on the 
corpses heaped on the grounds of the elementary 
school, covering their faces, and the sisters couldn’t 
�gure out which were the bodies of family members. 
So the older sister took out her handkerchief and told 
Inseon’s mother that she’d wipe the faces, and “you get 
a good look at them.” And that, Inseon says, is how 
her mother, as a child, learned that when people died, 
“snow remained on their cheeks, and a thin layer of 
bloody ice set over their faces.”

As Inseon follows clues left by her mother, whom 
she cared for during the last years of her life, We Do 
Not Part turns into a mystery and a ghost story. It’s a 
mystery because what happened on Jeju Island— in 
reality, not just in this novel—is not well known in 
South Korea, any more than it was to Inseon: In 
the run-up to the Korean War, the authorities sup-
pressed an uprising there with shocking brutality, in 
the name of anti-Communism. Historians still aren’t 
sure whether the death toll was 30,000 or upwards of 
80,000, out of a population of about 300,000—far 
more deadly than the outcome in Gwangju. For half 
a century afterward, well into the 1990s, few people 
talked about the slaughter on Jeju Island or dared to 
search for the dead and missing, because to do so was a 
crime punishable by torture and imprisonment. In the 
novel, Inseon learns that her quiet mother had, over 
the course of decades and in the face of real danger, 
been active in the movement to recover the remains, 
inspired by the disappearance of her brother, whom 
Inseon had never even heard of. 

 e novel is also a ghost story because hauntings 
are involved, both the usual kind and others that are 
the product of Han’s singular imagination. Once 
Kyungha makes it to Inseon’s home, the place turns 
out to be suspended between life and death. Nei-
ther Kyungha nor the reader is sure whether she is 
being visited by the revenants of the house’s previous 
occupants or has already joined them in the afterlife. 
Outside the house, the wind howls and the snow falls 
and, having fallen, mu¥es all sound, and we grasp 
that the elements are animated by the restless spirits 
of the tens of thousands who were never accounted 
for or given a proper burial.
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�e dinner was to be  

at Galina’s apartment, 

in the East 70s. She had 

been watching a lot of 

Visconti and wanted to 

re-create the salons and 

dinners of �e Innocent, 

Ludwig, and Death  

in Venice. ¶ For approxi-

mately a decade, her 

husband, Igor, had been 

dying from a series of 

treatable cancers in 

nonessential tissues. 

“Dying is so boring 

after a while,” he said. 

In the spring, his doc-

tors had told them that 

nothing more could be 

done and the time had 

come to transition to 
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hospice care. Galina and Igor were aston-
ished by the surprise they felt at being told 
that Igor’s dying had turned acute. 

“It’s just been such a reversal,” Galina 
said to her friends. It was like Icelandic 
villages and their volcanoes: You somehow 
feel betrayed when the lava sweeps down 
the rock face and takes everything with it. 
Galina and Igor had then retreated into 
their favorite �lms and novels, which was 
what had made her throw the party that 
night. One �nal note of beauty.

Caspar arrived late—he’d had trouble 
getting across town. Protests cut a diagonal 
through the city, disrupting the trains and 
tra�c. Even as he stepped into the lobby of 
Galina’s building, he could hear the beat of 
the choppers circling above, making a net 
of slashing light over the blocks between 
Park and Fifth. Galina met him just o� the 
elevator and kissed his cheeks in greeting.

“You’re cold,” she said. 
The apartment was warm with gold 

light and the murmur of conversation 
under music. Someone was playing 
Schubert on the piano.

“�e weather �nally changed,” he said. 
She squeezed his �ngers. Galina had let 
her hair go gray during the pandemic, and 
he was not entirely sure it suited her. She 
had a round but not kind face with mis-
chievous eyes. She wore a gold dress with 
a modest neck but a sharp slit. 

“I’m glad you could come.”
In the living room, people sat in their 

evening �nery on lovely antique chairs and 
velvet chaises. Galina left him at the door-
way to join Igor, seated on a chaise at the 
front by the window. Caspar watched the 
back of his head, sallow under the chemo 
fuzz. Igor’s shoulders, once broad, were 
quite skinny now. His oxygen tank sat at 
his knees like an obedient masti�. 

�e pianist was young and blond, which 
made Caspar realize that he hadn’t seen a 
blond adult man in a long time. He played 
the Schubert well, in a lovely though con-
descending way. He wasn’t really trying. 
Caspar stood at the back of the room and 
watched him lilt his way through the piece, 
going through the motions. �is sarcastic 
attitude made the playing uglier as it went 
on, and in the end, Caspar retracted his 
previous judgment—it hadn’t been lovely 
at all. Everyone clapped. Over the heads 

of the crowd, Caspar’s eyes met the young 
man’s. Something poisonously sarcastic in 
his expression made Caspar want to leave. 

“Well, look who’s �nally here!” 
It was Nina. She had just come from 

the bathroom.
“Tra�c,” he said.
“Oh yes,” Nina replied, but did not 

elaborate. She knew about the protests, of 
course. Her husband was a senior attorney 
for the city. 

“How is he?” Caspar asked. 
Nina looked out over the room at the 

others gathered, who had turned at her 
greeting. She smiled at them and said to 
him, quietly, “Not here. Not now.”

She put her arm through Caspar’s and 
ushered him forward. 

Nina and Caspar had both been Gali-
na’s students as undergraduates. They 
had registered for a graduate course on 
Faulkner, been intimidated at �rst, then 
stayed because of Galina. Together, they 
made diagrams and charts to take apart �e 
Sound and the Fury, and they ate lunches 
in Washington Square Park while commit-
ting lines of Faulkner’s prose to memory 
to recite for Galina’s lightning-round ver-
bal interrogations. During that strangely 
warm fall, they became friends and, for 
just a couple of confused, painful weeks, 
nearly more than friends. But Caspar, no 
matter how hard he tried, was incurably 
gay, and Nina was, unfortunately, not will-
ing to make herself a martyr. 

It was for the best, Galina told them 
later. Because they might have married each 
other and ruined a lifelong friendship. 

�ey stopped by the chaise so that Cas-
par could say hello. Igor’s eyes were cloudy, 
and his chest rattled with e�ortful breath-
ing. �e cannula pressed against Caspar’s 
cheek when he bent to kiss him. 

“Sorry I’m late,” he said.
“No one is ever late in New York,” Igor 

said. He tried to laugh, but his chest seized 
up and he had to cough violently into his 
handkerchief. Galina gave him a glass of 
water. When Igor recovered, a wild, dazed 
look in his eyes made Caspar feel cold, as 
if some winged thing were passing over 
his soul. 

“You’ve just seen it, haven’t you?” Igor 
whispered. He gripped Caspar’s wrist. 

“Seen what, Igor?”

“I know you have.”
“No, I haven’t seen anything. I promise.”
Igor stared at him as Galina tried to 

pry his grip loose. 
“He gets like this in the evenings.” She 

leaned in to say something in Igor’s ear. His 
expression grew focused and then softened. 
When Igor released him, Caspar �exed his 
hand and looked around to �nd that peo-
ple were trying politely not to stare in their 
direction. About 20 guests had arrived, too 
few to be truly anonymous. 

Nina came to the front to help Galina 
with Igor, �rst getting him to stand and 
then escorting him out of the room. As they 
passed, people touched his shoulder and 
his back. �ey squeezed his arm and said 
quiet, comforting things. �e three of them 
and the little tank on its cart reached the 
doorway and turned the corner. 

Several guests approached Caspar— 
Simon and Richard, two of Galina’s for-
mer colleagues in the English department, 
and Elaine, a literary critic. �eir smeary 
glasses turned their eyes large and owl-
like as they blinked at him wordlessly, 
as though the mere act of looking were 
enough of a prompt.

“He didn’t say anything to me, not 
really,” Caspar said.

“It’s just very strange,” Richard said. 
“I’ve known him a long time. I never 
thought he’d go batty.”

“Has he been saying strange things to 
you?” Caspar asked.

“Yes,” Richard said, “though nothing 
very interesting. I was sitting with him 
the other day, had been for an hour or so, 
just reading to him—Galina was out, but 
reading calms him when she’s not around. 
And he just kept … asking for her. Even 
though he knew she was out for the day.”

“But maybe he didn’t know it,” Simon 
replied. “�at’s how it is. �ey don’t know. 
�ey are prisoners of their present. �ey 
have no recourse to the past and therefore 
no recourse to knowledge.”

Elaine’s eyes widened, and she made a 
low hum of disagreement.

“Oh, don’t start,” Richard said. 
Caspar laughed. Elaine’s area of exper-

tise was modernism.
“I’m going to make my rounds,” Cas-

par said. As he left, Elaine was pu�ng up 
her chest. 
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After that Faulkner class, he had gone 
on to study mathematics and physics. 
Now he was an adjunct, trying to �nd 
a postdoc that might lead to a material 
change in his life. Nothing had been 
forthcoming.

Aside from various former students of 
Igor’s, no one looked familiar, including the 
pianist, who now lurked near the window, 
staring down onto the city. All that any-
one else seemed to know was that he was a 
distant relative of Igor’s, from Prague, and 
that his name was Radek. He wore a casual 
suit, slightly boxy, in dark gray, with elegant 
shoes, and standing there at the window, he 
was clearly tall, which hadn’t been obvious 
when he was sitting.

“You are the relative,” Caspar said by 
way of hello. He o�ered Radek a glass of 
white wine. Radek refused but smiled.

“I am. He is my uncle’s uncle,” he said. 
Radek had dull-blue eyes, thick brows, 

and a fullness to his face that might fall 
away in the coming years. He was younger 
than Caspar initially thought.

“Come to say hello, then?”
Radek laughed quietly. “Yes, something 

like that. It is actually very funny. Two 
weeks ago, I was walking into rehearsal, 
and I saw a poster for a talk. And it was 
strange, because the talk, the series, is 
named after Igor. And we have the same 
last name. So I thought, Oh, who is this?
I looked it up, thinking, Is this someone 
from a long time ago? And I found out, 
no! It is Igor! I call my mom and I say, 
‘Mom, Mom, I found this poster! With 
our name!’ �en she told me that, ‘Aha! 
�at is your uncle’s uncle!’ ”

“�is is your �rst time meeting them?”
“Yes,” Radek said. “It’s very funny.”
�en he grew more contemplative. “I 

suppose it’s not very funny. It’s very sad.”
“Yes,” Caspar said. “He’s a wonder-

ful man.”
“Was he your teacher? So many of his 

students are here.”
“No,” Caspar said. “Galina was my 

teacher. But I have known them for a long 
time, ever since.”

Radek nodded. �en he took the wine 
from Caspar and gulped it down.

“�ey do seem really wonderful. �ey 
must have been great teachers for so many 
people to have come to say goodbye.”

Caspar nodded. It was getting sadder. 
Outside, over the dark city, the chop-

pers were spreading wide their net of light. 
Radek turned to watch.

“Why are they out there? Do you 
know? I tried to look it up.” Radek showed 
him the blank screen of his phone. “�ere 
was nothing on the transit apps.”

“Protests,” Caspar said. 
“For what?” Radek frowned. 
“You don’t remember? �is summer, 

a boy was pushed onto the tracks by a 
woman. She said that he was attacking 
her. But it came out that she had just felt 
unsafe because he was standing near her 
and talking to himself. He was unhoused. 

And possibly o� his medication. Anyway, 
they reviewed some footage and the city 
prosecutor declined to take up the case, 
and people were very upset.”

“Unhoused?”
“Homeless,” Caspar said.
“Ah.”
“He was 17, I think? He’d run away from 

a group home. Anyway, it was very sad.”
“She pushed him because she felt

scared?”
“Yes,” Caspar said. 
“And no charges?”
“No. And there was a shooting in 

Brooklyn,” Caspar said.

“God, this place.”
Caspar laughed. “Yeah, sometimes it 

really does seem like misfortune piles up 
here. But I’m not sure the ledger looks any 
better anywhere else.”

“No,” Radek said. “Probably not.”

N i n a  re t u r n e d ,  looking tired and 
pale. Caspar introduced her to Radek.

“You’re the nephew,” she said. “Pleasure.”
Radek’s eyes glinted as he admired her. 

He did a silly little bow. 
“Don’t be patronizing,” she said.
“How are they?” Caspar asked.
Nina sighed. “I need a cigarette. But 

they’re �ne.”
“Should we go down?”
“Isn’t it cold?” she asked.
“Yes, but since when has that stopped 

us?”
Nina laughed. 
“Mind if I tag along? I don’t know any-

one else,” Radek said.
Caspar almost said that he didn’t know 

the two of them either, but Nina shrugged.
“Sure,” she said. 
�ey put on their coats and took the 

elevator down. �ey stood under the green 
awning. Radek lit Nina’s cigarette �rst. 
�en Caspar lit Radek’s and Nina lit his, 
a funny game of formality. �e chopper 
blades were audible, but moving into the 
distance. �ey could hear the barest whine 
of sirens and a dull roar from downtown. 
Nina gazed up the street into the wind, 
westward. �e sharp chill brought tears 
to her eyes, but she would not look away. 

“My husband,” she said to Radek, “is 
a prosecutor for the city. Right now, right 
this moment in fact, he is holed up in a 
building somewhere, under siege.”

“�at’s a bit dramatic,” Caspar said. 
His �ngers were getting numb already. It 
was mid-November.

“No,” she said, flicking ashes to the 
side. “Not at all. �ose were Valeri’s words. 
Under siege, can’t make it tonight, eye-
roll emoji.”

“Is he safe?” Radek asked. �ey both 
looked at him, his boyish exuberance. His 
�ashing eyes. Nina took a long pull on 
her cigarette. 

“Very,” Caspar said. “He’ll be �ne.”
“�is whole case is such a nightmare,” 

she said.

All that anyone else 
seemed to know 

was that he was a 
distant relative of 

Igor’s, from Prague, 
and that his name 

was Radek. 

0225_FIC_Taylor_AmericanRealism [Print]_20312571.indd   93 12/13/2024   12:57:58 PM

      93



FEBRUARY 202594

Caspar looked away. They had very 
nearly gotten into an argument several 
times because Nina believed the woman’s 
fear was su�cient cause to defend herself. 
Caspar did not agree, at least not entirely, 
that the woman was without blame or 
culpability. You couldn’t go around in the 
world weaponizing your fear against other 
people. Did others not also have an equal 
claim to safety?  ey couldn’t come to an 
agreement. Caspar didn’t want to say that 
Nina’s judgment was impaired by the fact 

that she was also a white woman. Nina 
obviously felt the same way about Caspar 
being Black. 

“I feel for the girl,” she said.
Caspar suppressed his urge to respond. 

He walked to the other side of the awning 
and gazed eastward down the street.

“Still,” Radek said. “She did cause a 
boy to die.”

“Boy,” Nina said, but then, catching her-
self, “I’m just worried about my husband.”

“Understandable,” Radek said. 

Caspar watched a Lyft pull to a stop 
and let passengers out across the street. Two 
drunk women, their voices high and brittle, 
laughed as they helped each other into the 
lobby of their building.  e car pulled away. 
Caspar looked up at Galina’s building.  e 
doorman stood at the ready to let them back 
inside. Nina and Radek were whispering 
about something. Nina had a bad habit of 
collecting strays. Caspar dropped his ciga-
rette and put it out with his heel.

“Should we go back up?” B
R
I
A
N
 
K
A
N
A
G
A
K
I
 
F
O
R
 
T
H
E
 
A
T
L
A
N
T
I
C

0225_FIC_Taylor_AmericanRealism [Print]_20312571.indd   94 12/13/2024   12:58:00 PM

94



      95

Radek was laughing, looking in Cas-
par’s direction. Nina smiled. “Of course, 
my love.” She took Caspar’s arm. 

“Your coat will smell like smoke. Aren’t 
you supposed to be quitting?”

“I’ll just blame your bad in�uence,” she 
said. Radek lagged behind as they went 
inside. Nina glanced back at him and 
murmured, “What do you make of our 
new puppy?”

Caspar pressed the call button for the 
elevator. Radek stood awkwardly o� to the 

side. He was good-looking, though Cas-
par couldn’t get rid of the impression from 
earlier, the sarcastic Schubert.

“I think he’s a child,” he said.
“�at’s the problem with New York,” 

Nina pouted. “�ere are no men anymore.”
“Were there ever?” he asked.
“Oh yes,” she said, loud enough for 

Radek to hear. “But now they’re all eunuchs.” 

B a c k  i n  t h e  a p a r t m e n t , they 
hung their coats in the closet. Galina 
had returned from the bedroom and was 
standing just outside the kitchen. The 
other guests had gone to sit in the dining 
room. Nina made Radek pour her another 
glass of wine. Caspar joined Galina.

“Smoking? How bad,” she said. 
“Where is Nina?”

“With your nephew,” he said. 
Galina turned her head just slightly so 

that she could take in the sight of Nina 
and Radek. Her expression conveyed 
something that Caspar could not read, but 
he assumed it was a form of displeasure.

“None of my business,” he said. 
“Awful.” But Galina was now smiling 

with barely contained amusement. 
“Shall we go in?” Galina asked. “Nina, 

you sit with me.”
“Of course,” Nina said. “I wouldn’t 

dream of anything else.”
Radek sat on Caspar’s right. �ey were 

pretty far down the table from Galina. 
She and Nina were in close conversation. 
Galina had hired caterers for the evening, 
who were setting out the cold soup course. 

Voices rose and fell. Ben the sur-
geon was talking to Ben the poet about 
something Caspar couldn’t quite make 
out. Someone said, “�e pandemic has 
changed everything— what does and 
doesn’t make sense, on the money side. 
It’s all a mess.”

Caspar could tell that Radek was fol-
lowing bits and pieces of conversation but 
not really committing to anything in par-
ticular. He seemed content with just being 
at the table. 

“Your Schubert earlier was good,”  
Caspar said. 

“You thought so?”
“But it was not very nice.”
“So you could tell,” he said. “I wasn’t 

supposed to play. I was asked last minute.”

“Yes, I thought it was sarcastic,” Caspar 
said. “A little mean-spirited.”

Radek nodded, though he did not look 
chastened. “Sometimes, I can’t help myself. 
I have a bad nature—I’m rather spiteful.”

“I can tell.”
“But is it so bad, to be spiteful?”
“Yes,” Caspar said, but then, thinking 

for a moment, “Maybe not. I don’t know. 
But tonight it seemed bad.”

“Why? I don’t know anyone here.”
“But the occasion,” he said. “You had 

to know that at least. And so, to choose 
to play a sarcastic Schubert?”

“Yes, but didn’t you see Igor’s face?” 
“No, not at �rst,” Caspar said. 
Radek leaned toward him. His breath 

was sweet from the wine, warm. 
“He loved it,” Radek said. “I think it 

made him happy.”
Radek’s lips brushed Caspar’s neck, and 

there was a �ash of damp heat. 
“Well, you’re the one who had the view 

of his face—I defer to you,” Caspar said.
“But you didn’t care for it,” Radek said, 

and paused. “Don’t you think it’s rather 
sarcastic to ask someone to play Schubert 
for a dying man?” 

Caspar laughed. “You’ve got me there.” 
�ey were quiet for a moment. Nina was 
watching them. 

“What would you have played if you’d 
had your pick?” Caspar asked.

“For myself or for Igor?”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Caspar 

said. “What would you have picked for 
yourself?”

“And just piano, or any music?”
“Let’s start with just piano.”
Radek folded his arms across his chest 

and hummed in thought. 
“On a night like this,” he said, turning 

it over. �e �sh course had arrived, and 
Caspar picked at his dorado. A gorgeous, 
delicate seared white skin. A pale sauce. 

“Brahms,” Radek said. “His three inter-
mezzi, opus 117.”

“I don’t know them,” Caspar said.
“He told a friend as he was writing 

them that they were a lullaby for his grief,” 
Radek said. “I �nd them very beautiful. No 
one really thinks of them. �ey are over-
shadowed by opus 118. But Glenn Gould 
did a recording of opus 117 and it is my 
favorite of all of his work.”
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“�at’s nice,” Caspar said. “I’ll have to 
listen to it sometime.”

“But listen to the Gould version �rst. 
Before you listen to anyone else. His is 
the best. It’s melancholy, yes, maybe even 
sad sometimes, but I �nd it very beautiful 
and oddly hopeful. Like, Life, it goes on. 
He understands it the deepest. Everyone 
else just follows.”

“I will,” Caspar said. 
Radek put his arm around Caspar’s 

shoulders and squeezed him. The sud-
denness of the contact, the immediacy, 
was startling, but also, it had been a long 
time since someone had truly hugged him.

“It’s a promise,” Radek said. “You 
have to email me or call me when you 
listen.” Radek’s eyes were very serious. 
Caspar nodded.

“I promise,” he said. 

Two weeks  l ater,  Caspar was walk-
ing with Nina in Central Park. Igor had 
died at the house upstate, near Hudson. 
�ere had been no funeral. �ere had been 
no memorial. He would not have wanted 
them to stand around sni�ing and cry-
ing over him, Galina said. Caspar agreed. 

�e wind was sharp and damp. It was 
a miserable day for a walk.

“How is Valeri?” he asked.
“Better,” she said. 
“Good. I’m glad it worked out.”
“Me too,” she sighed. “It was so hard on 

him. Hard on all of us. Just a sad mistake.”
Caspar did not reply right away. 
“I know you don’t agree,” she said. “But 

I really do feel sorry for her. And for the 
man who died, obviously.”

“Yes, of course,” he said. “We all feel 
sorry.”

“And poor Igor, too.”
�ey sat on a bench and watched chil-

dren climb and play. �ey drank co�ee 
from a cart and talked about what they 
had been doing for the past two weeks. 
Nina was in the midst of writing a very 
long article about a recently rediscovered 
Italian author whose work had Marxist 
undertones. 

“She’s like an Italian Grace Paley,” she 
said. “But totally sick in the head. Like, 
deranged body horror. Headless dogs. 
It’s great.”

“I’ll look for it. Where will it be?”

“�e London Review of Books, if I can 
meet my deadline,” she said. “What about 
you? What are you doing? Still wasting 
yourself on undergraduates?”

“I help run a lecture course for a couple 
of faculty, do some tutoring,” he said. “It’s 
a life.”

“Sounds terrible.”
“It’s not,” he said. “Don’t be elitist.”
“You should be at MIT,” she said.
“No, I shouldn’t. I probably should 

have just gone into industry.”
Nina looked horri�ed. 
“You should write. You’re a beautiful 

writer.”
Caspar laughed. “No, that was always 

you.”
“You are. Galina always said so. Your 

writing is beautiful, sensitive. You are a 
prime noticer.”

“But all the rejection,” he said. “All the 
bad ideas before you get a good idea. I 
don’t have the courage.”

A group of screaming children threw 
themselves around in �ts of delight and 
rage. A group of them ran from one 
end of the playground to another, and 
they went on that way, until the group 
grew long and stringy and folded back 
on itself. All the children, made chubby 
by their coats and jackets, their hats and 
scarves, the pitch of their glee rising and 
falling like a siren.

“Have you heard much from Galina?”
“She’s still upstate,” Nina said. “�at’s 

all I know. You?”
“About the same.”
“I hope she’s okay.”
“Have you spoken to the nephew?” 

he asked.
Nina �ushed and looked down.
“No,” she said. “Not a lot.”
“Which is it—no or not a lot?”
“Don’t be a morality cop,” she said.  

“It’s nothing.”
“Why do I not feel like it’s nothing?” 
Nina poured the rest of her co�ee onto 

the brown, scraggly lawn. It steamed. 
“I’ll take that as a sign to shut up,”  

he said. 
“Next time, it’s your lap.”
�ey walked back to Columbus Circle. 

Everything was crusted in Christmas cheer, 
but neither of them felt very cheerful.

“You have a bad habit,” he said. 

“I know,” she said. 
She was going uptown. He was going 

downtown. �ey parted and took di�er-
ent trains. 

On the platform, vendors were selling 
mango and churros and boxes of candy. 
A man was playing Celine Dion’s great-
est power ballads on an electric violin. 
Caspar stood among the throng waiting 
for the first compartment on a down-
town C. When the train arrived, he read 
while standing, letting an old woman take 
the seat he wanted. In between stations, 
when their train came close to another, he 
looked into the adjacent car and watched 
the people there as they, too, went length 
by length through the dark. 

I n  F e b r u a r y,  Caspar was browsing 
cards at a downtown stationery store  
when he heard his name from an 
un familiar voice.

He looked up and there was Radek. 
�ey had not seen each other since Gali-
na’s party. But as sometimes happened in 
the city, meeting just the one time charged 
both people with the potential of meeting 
again. �ey hugged, and Radek asked what 
had brought Caspar to this particular store.

“Oh, I live around here,” he said.
“No, you can’t.”
“Why can’t I?” he asked.
“Because I live around here.”
“Since when?”
“Since two years ago,” Radek said. 
“I’ve never seen you!”
“You wouldn’t have known if you had 

seen me. You didn’t know me then.”
“I guess that’s true,” Caspar said. 
“I bet I know who that’s for,” Radek 

said. He pointed to the card in Caspar’s 
hand, a delicately made watercolor on 
high-quality stock. Amid softly blooming 
whorls of earth-toned color was a gorgeous 
calligraphic rendering of Congratulations!

“I bet you do,” he said. Nina had told 
him three weeks ago about her pregnancy. 
Valeri was thrilled, but anxious. “You’ve 
got one too.” 

Radek had picked out a bright-orange 
card with happy cats on it, painted in 
muted watercolor. His eyes darkened just 
a little.

�ey paid for their cards and stepped 
out into the cold. Radek asked if he wanted 
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to go to a café. It turned out they had the 
same favorite spot, near the IFC theater. 

“I was just here a couple days ago,” 
Caspar said. “I saw a documentary about 
Nan Goldin.”

“No,” Radek said. “Because I was here 
a couple nights ago seeing a documentary 
about Nan Goldin.”

­ey each took out the tickets they’d left 
in their coat pockets and discovered that 
they had indeed gone to the same showing.

“What did you think?” Radek asked.
“I found it very moving,” he said. “A 

little scattered, but very moving.”
Radek ordered an espresso. Caspar 

ordered a black co�ee. ­e café was busy, 
so they squeezed in at the bar by the win-
dow, sitting on two rickety stools. 

­ey talked about the documentary. 
Radek also found it moving. But less so 
than Caspar. 

“It felt like two movies somehow 
brought together—it also seemed rather 
dubious on the start of the addiction,” 
Radek said.

“I suppose,” Caspar agreed. “But 
it’s slippery, with addiction. ­ere’s no 
de�nitive hard start. It comes on slowly 
sometimes.”

“But there was a hard start. When 
that man beat her up and left her. She got 
deep into heroin. It feels very clear when 
there’s someone else to blame, but for her 
own accountability, I don’t know. And the 
activism stu�, forget it.”

“You didn’t like that part?”
“I thought it was so boring. So mushy. 

So good.”
“­at’s true,” Caspar said. “­at part 

had less scrutiny in it.”
“But I did like the part about New York. 

­at era. ­at would be fun to do again.”
“­at part really �attened me,” Cas-

par said. “­ey were so young and so free. 
­ey were broke, yeah, and struggling in a 
lot of ways, but they seemed so … I don’t 
know, it’s like they had a di�erent kind of 
freedom than we have now. A freedom 
from language for that sort of stu�.”

“You mean being gay?”
“Yeah, or trans even. It’s like, they all had 

this space to just exist. I bet that was nice.” 
Radek hummed in agreement. Neither of 
them said anything for a few moments. 
­en he said, “I guess you know.”

“­at could mean anything,” Caspar 
said. “What do I know?”

“About me and Nina,” he said. “After 
the party, we met a couple of times. But 
she told me I wasn’t serious.”

“That sounds like her,” Caspar said. 
Radek had begun turning his cup slowly, and 
it scraped the fake marble of the tabletop. 

“It was dumb,” he said. 
“Yes,” Caspar agreed.
Radek looked at him from the side, an 

appraising stare.
“You don’t think I’m bad? You won’t 

judge me?”
“No,” Caspar said. “I was in love with 

Nina once.”
Radek gaped at him. Caspar laughed.

“A long time ago—when we were almost
young enough to do something stupid 
about it. But thankfully, Galina stopped us.”

“How did she stop you?”
“Well, she just let us see that making 

ourselves unhappy because we thought it 
would make the other person happier was 
actually a deeply stupid choice to make.”

“Is that why you’re so devoted to her?”
Were they devoted to Galina? Caspar 

wasn’t sure. He hadn’t spoken with her in 
months. ­is in itself was not unusual; 
they sometimes went a whole year with-
out speaking. But yes, he would do almost 
anything for Galina. 

“I suppose when someone prevents you 
from making the greatest mistake of your 
life, you feel a little loyalty to them.”

“Just a little? Americans are so brutal.”
“We keep score like no one else,”  

Caspar said. 
Radek had stopped turning his cup. 

­e crema had settled in the bottom amid 
the sooty remnants of the co�ee. 

“Still,” Caspar said. “She must have liked 
you if she invited you to her baby shower.”

Radek showed a confused expression 
until it clicked. “Oh, Nina. Yes.”

­ey were quiet a bit longer. 
“And how are you keeping busy?”  

Caspar asked.
“I played a concert,” he said. “A very 

small one—in a friend’s father’s loft. Me 
and three others. ­ere is so much money 
in this place.”

“What did you play?”
“I played some Philip Glass, actually. 

I’ve not played a lot of his work. But the 
show was meant to be a medley of contem-
porary masters. And I got Glass.”

“I love Glass,” Caspar said. 
“Yeah, people do.” Radek’s eyes �ashed. 
“Don’t be condescending.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Radek said. “It was nice. 

People enjoyed it.”
­eir time had come to an end. Cas-

par finished his coffee, and they went 
back out onto the sidewalk. ­ey hugged 
goodbye, and as Radek was turning to 
leave, he stopped.

“Did you ever listen to that Brahms?”
Caspar paused a moment, searching his 

memory, and then, alighting upon the rel-
evant facts, he said, “Ah. No, I never did.”

“Just as well. I realized I didn’t give you 
my number, so you couldn’t tell me what 
you thought.”

“Here, give me your phone,” Caspar 
said. He typed his name and number 
into Radek’s phone and then called him-
self. ­en he saved Radek’s information. 
“Now we are in touch.”

Radek laughed.
­ey hugged again. ­ough they lived 

in the same neighborhood, they lived in 
opposite directions from the IFC, so they 
each set o� into the cold wind. 

When Caspar got home, he looked up 
the Glenn Gould album of the Brahms 
intermezzi. His music app was a mess 
of Fauré and Debussy from having let it 
run long into the night the previous eve-
ning, when he’d been grading. Not having 

His music app was a  
mess of Fauré and 

Debussy. Not having 
enough pop divas of 
any era in his queue 
made him feel older 

than he was.
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enough pop divas of any era in his queue 
made him feel older than he was. 

�e Gould version of the intermezzi, 
particularly the three from opus 117, did 
have what Radek had described. A certain 
unpretentious lightness, a stirring belief— 
hope, even. When the melancholy came 
in the middle of the ­rst intermezzo, it 
was as if someone had drawn a cool, dark 
shade across a sunny afternoon. �e music 
changed after that, still progressing, but 
somehow in�ected with a new sadness, 
so that in its steady forward motion, it 
became a perfect expression of seeking 
happiness in dire straits. Caspar could 
understand why a person would choose 
this for their last party. �e second inter-
mezzo had the underlying character of a 
waltz, both less wistful and more playful 
than the ­rst. �ere were brassier accents 
as well, and the melody felt more intricate. 
Yet, here, too, was a theme of nostalgia 
and recollection, a long backward glance.

Caspar played the whole album as he 
reheated soup for dinner. When it ended, 
he started it over and sat on his sofa to 
listen again. �en he wrote Radek a long 
text message explaining his feelings about 
the music. But he deleted that. Instead he 
texted, Listened. Very good. Love the second 
one especially.

Radek texted back, Gould?
Yes, Caspar texted.
!!! he is the best!
I agree.
Next time, I will play it for you.
Here Caspar paused. �e insinuation 

of a next time. 
Caspar typed Like you did for Nina?

But this seemed needlessly cruel. Instead 
he sent, Yeah, yeah, sure.

No, really, I will.
Ok.
I will. Come over right now. I will play.
Caspar did not know what to say. He felt 

bad that he had accidentally gotten them on 
this course of proving something. Or need-
ing to prove something. �en it occurred to 
him that Radek was being sarcastic again, 

and that this needling, bratty behavior was 
somehow part of the charm that had gotten 
Nina to sleep with him.

No, next time is �ne, Caspar texted.
Radek sent an annoyed emoji. 

I n  t h e  s p r i n g , Galina had another 
party. She was selling the apartment and 
wanted to have a salon to celebrate. Or to 
close an era. She was in a long black skirt 
and a gray cashmere sweater. Her face had 
become keen and smooth. Something had 
been blasted away from her.

She kissed Caspar in greeting and took 
his arm. �e salon was in the afternoon 
this time. �e room was �ushed gold with 
sunlight. Radek and Nina were speaking 
near the window. Her belly was big now. 
She wore a gray jersey-knit dress. She 
looked radiant. 

Elaine and Richard and Simon were 
there. �e others were not. In honor of 
Nina’s pregnancy, they were all drinking 
cider and coffee, tea. There had been a 
warm soup course and a chicory and fen-
nel salad. �e food was good, tart, enliven-
ing. Elaine and Simon were arguing about 
Woolf and Forster. Elaine thought For-
ster was a misogynist, and Simon thought 
Woolf was a homophobe. 

Richard stood between them looking 
beleaguered. 

Galina and Caspar sat on the chaise 
overlooking the city. Where she and Igor 
had sat many months ago. 

“I have been thinking,” she said, “of 
what he said to you that night.”

Caspar had forgotten that moment, 
but it made itself available to him at this 
mention. Igor’s wide eyes. �e despera-
tion in his grip. 

“What did you see?” she asked. A long 
segment of light fell over her lap. �ey 
were warm there, the sun striking their 
knees and thighs. �e fabric of the chaise 
had slowly faded from this light. Every 
day, soaked in sunshine. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “Except, that 
moment, when he choked. I thought I … 

It wasn’t sight. But I had this feeling of, I 
don’t know. Like something was going.”

Galina nodded. 
“And I guess he saw me see that? I don’t 

know. It makes me sad that he got scared 
because I panicked when he choked.”

“His last weeks were very di�cult,” she 
said. “We knew they would be, of course, 
but to live them? �at was excruciating.”

Caspar didn’t know what to say. 
Instead, he put his arm around Galina 
and let her rest her head on his shoulder. 
She closed her eyes. 

Nina sat on the arm of the chaise. She 
smelled like Radek’s cologne. Radek sat at 
the piano. He and Caspar shared a look. 
Then Radek began to play the second 
intermezzo. �e others joined them near 
the chaise, and Radek played on. Caspar’s 
chest felt tight. �e last notes hung in the 
air, and then that was it. �at was it. 

Caspar and Radek took the train 
together. They sat on facing benches. 
Sometimes, people stood between them 
and they couldn’t see each other except 
when the train rocked and opened a space. 
Radek’s face did not change during the 
whole ride. He looked as peaceful as when 
he’d been playing the Brahms.

At their stop, they climbed the steps, 
Radek in front, Caspar behind, and when 
they emerged, there was a moment when 
they might have gone in either direction, 
apart or together. But Caspar did not 
feel equal to that. �ey went on standing 
near the top of the subway-station stairs, 
which was the worst place to stand. And 
after a few moments of getting annoyed 
looks, Radek nodded. Then he put his 
arm through Caspar’s and led him to the 
café, where they sat for an hour, not really 
speaking, not really doing anything, just 
passing the time together, until the light 
was gone, and they had to go home. 
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CALEB’S INFERNO

100

AC R O S S

1 ____ Mahal (Indian landmark)
4 Meat served with green eggs  
 in a Dr. Seuss classic
7 Chapter of history
8 Figure that might be  
 represented with birthday  
 candles
9 Political opponent for a Rep.
10 ____-com (genre that features  
 meet-cutes)
11 Concede
13 Steely ____ (“Peg” band)
14 Landing area for a chopper
18 Signature Obama legislation,  
 in brief
19 Versatile blackjack card
20 Chain originally founded as  
 Children’s Bargain Town
22 Radisson rival
23 Dubliners setting
26 Roaring start to some movies?
29 Bubbly, in a sense
30 53 for I
31 Livity practitioner, for short
34 Studio goal
35 Finsta, for example
37 Sheet �oating o� a shelf
39 “Elders,” literally
40 Coastal inlets
41 Replies in good faith?
43 Verb in “Catullus 85”
44 F-train?
46 Potential strike source
48 City home to the  
 Maqam Echahid

49 Groovy?
50 Mounts, maybe
51 Keys in a chain?

D OW N

1 Turner who founded CNN
2 “____ you kidding me?!”
3 Louisianan rice dish that might  
 contain andouille sausage
4 Like some Werther’s caramels
5 In awe
6 Viral image, such as  
 “Young §ug and Lil Durk  
 Troubleshooting”
12 Singular beginning?
13 Fake duck, e.g., for a hunter
14 “What ____ God wrought?”
15 Subtitle for the ¨nal  

Godfather ¨lm
16 Pre¨x with puncture
17 Comme ____ Garçons (label  
 founded by Rei Kawakubo)
21 With 38-Down, luminous  
 atmospheric phenomenon
24 “Rum” in Spanish
25 Frost might be covered in  
 it: abbr.
26 High degree of craftsmanship?
27 Struck oil, maybe
28 Sirenian swimmer
32 Group whose last album  
 together was Naked
33 Top choices for a tropical  
 vacation?
34 “Killing Me Softly With ____  
 Song” (Fugees cover)
36 Working Girl protagonist
38 See 21-Down
41 Charming pieces of jewelry?
42 Tramp, in Lady and the Tramp
43 “§e Punisher”
45 Self-referential Latin pronoun
47 Intensi¨er after yes or no

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

F OR H I N T S A N D 
S OLU T IONS , V I S I T:

TheAtlantic.com/inferno
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