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Stop Motion In theory, being ‘‘conservative’’ means defending 

tradition against rapid societal change. In practice, America’s 

conservatives are clamoring to radically reshape the nation.

Talk Is Cheap Technologists once told us that social bots 

would change our lives forever. They were right — but not in 

the way they expected.

Brain Teaser The patient was acting very strange. His 

siblings thought he was drinking again. He swore he wasn’t. 

What was going on?

Sins of the Brothers Can a parent turn in a bad fraternity 

at a son’s college? 

Cabbages and Kings The perfect family card game.

The Pleasures of a Pork Patty A once-reluctant omnivore 

on the delights of homemade sausage.

Beatrice Fihn The activist wants the world to eliminate 

nuclear bombs.
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Interview by Caitlin Roper
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Confidence Woman

The Long Shadow

The Ads That Know 

Everything

In her directorial debut, Greta Gerwig has created a 

character rarely seen onscreen: a young girl who loves herself.

Barack Obama left office as one of the most popular 

presidents in American history. He also left behind a 

Democratic Party struggling to find an identity and a future.

Facebook is so good at ‘‘microtargeting’’ that many start-

ups barely bother advertising anywhere else — a shift with 

frightening implications for companies and consumers alike.

Emily Wilson, the first woman to translate the ‘‘Odyssey’’ 

into English, has given it a radically new voice.

By Christine Smallwood

By Robert Draper

By Burt Helm

By Wyatt MasonHomer’s Daughter

‘I find that there is a sort of religious practice that goes along 

with translation. I’m trying to serve something.’
PAGE 46
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Every week the magazine publishes the results 
of a study conducted online in June by The New
York Times’s research-and-analytics department, 
refl ecting the opinions of 2,903 subscribers who 
chose to participate. This week’s question: 
How often do you cry in public?

Dear Reader: Do You Let 
Strangers See You Sobbing?

Contributors

Jane Coaston is a writer and journalist based 

in Washington. She last wrote for the magazine 

about ‘‘virtue signaling.’’ 

Robert Draper is a writer at large for the 

magazine. He last wrote about President Trump 

and congressional Republicans. 

Burt Helm is a senior contributing writer for 

Inc. magazine. This is his first article for The New 

York Times Magazine.

Wyatt Mason is a contributing writer for the 

magazine and teaches at Bard College. He last 

wrote about the French writer and filmmaker 

Emmanuel Carrère. 

Photographed by Kathy Ryan at Th e New York Times 
on Oct. 20, 2017, at 10:09 a.m.

Christine Smallwood is a writer and critic living in 

New York. Her reviews, essays and short stories 

have been published in Harper’s, T: The New York 

Times Style Magazine, The New Yorker, Bookforum, 

The Paris Review, n+1 and Vice. Her profile of Greta 

Gerwig is her first article for the magazine. ‘‘Gerwig 

is generous and poised but also really competitive,’’ 

Smallwood says. ‘‘She likes games — Celebrity, 

charades, card games. I asked if she was a sore 

loser, and she said yes, but then she couldn’t think 

of a time she had actually lost a game.’’ 

First Words,
Page 9

‘‘Th e Long Shadow,’’
Page 34

‘‘Homer’s Daughter,’’
Page 46

‘‘Th e Ads Th at 
Know Everything,’’
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The Thread

‘Tillerson’s 
experience 
dealing with 
heads of state 
could have
been an asset. 
But he has 
thrown away 
his toolbox.’

Readers respond to the 10.22.2017 issue. 

RE: AMY CUDDY
Susan Dominus wrote about the science com-
munity’s push for higher research standards — 
and a backlash toward one social psychologist.

As past collaborators of Amy Cuddy’s, 
we appreciated Susan Dominus’s article 
about the controversy surrounding Cud-
dy’s work. Social scientists generally, 
and Cuddy in particular, stand accused 
of making up interesting phenomena 
out of whole cloth. A more apt com-
plaint might be that their ‘‘discoveries’’ 
are already well understood. 

Expanding your body into the space 
around it to make yourself feel confi dent 
has been common practice among trained 
actors since at least 1954. But no special 
instruction is necessary. See for yourself: 
Stand up, spread your arms, stretch out, 
move around. How do you feel? If you’re 
in a public place, probably awkward. Oth-
erwise, probably better. Voilà.

Cuddy and co. set out to capture this 
eff ect using then-standard techniques 
and stopped when their data said they 
had. They had their subjects hold still 
poses to keep the treatment consistent. 
But as performance coaches, we do not 
recommend trying to hold a still pose 
for two minutes (much less six) unless 
what you want is a cramp. Moving works 
much better. 

Finally, it is disturbing that the revolu-
tion came for Cuddy, a telegenic woman 
who used to study workplace sexism, 
with a vehemence not visited on male 
colleagues whose work has similar meth-
odological issues. The double standards 
she identifi ed are alive and well.
Matthew Kohut and John Neffinger, 
Washington 

THE STORY, 

ON TWITTER

This piece is 

remarkable for its 

exploration of 

the flaws in social 

psychology and 

the social norms 

in academia. 

@emmaogreen

Tillerson may look like an elder states-
man, but he is a perfect embodiment of 
the anti-intellectual, anti-expertise bent of 
the Trump administration. He is sanguine 
about his empty State Department. He 
doesn’t care that decades of knowledge 
and experience have gone out the win-
dow. He doesn’t feel the need to consult 
experts. Like Trump, he doesn’t know 
what he doesn’t know, and he doesn’t care.

It will take many, many years to build 
the State Department back up after 
Trump and Tillerson are done with it.
hk, Hastings, N.Y., on nytimes.com

That Tillerson allows the State Depart-
ment to be hollowed out just shows his 
fealty to Trump and absence of under-
standing that in many cases, profes-
sional diplomats are the only things 
stopping military conflict. He should be 
using his face time with Trump explain-
ing the purpose of diplomacy and how 
it functions, not having to work around 
a mercurial president absent of any 
motivation to understand how this gov-
ernment works, or used to work when 
things actually were accomplished. I 
think Tillerson is a shill like the rest of 
the Trump-train cabinet appointments, 
and his only accomplishment was call-
ing Trump a moron. 
Robert Westwind, Suntree, Fla., on 
nytimes.com

As the unnamed co-author of an article 
cited by Dominus, I fi nd her treatment 
of the story unfair to those of us who are 
part of the reform movement. In my pro-
fessional career as a data scientist, I have 
been party to many situations in which two 
sides disagree about the data in question. 
There is a hard-to-resist urge to turn the 
scientifi c into the personal, for example, by 
interpreting a criticism of work product as 
a personal aff ront, or by condemning the 
messenger or the medium. Such behavior 
usurps the point of introducing data into 
decision-making, leading to suboptimal, 
personality-driven rather than data-driv-
en decisions. By elevating human drama, 
Dominus’s article perpetuates the personal 
nature of the present discourse.

I urge all sides to return to the scientif-
ic matter, which concerns the subjective 
nature of data analysis, acceptable norms 
of scientifi c conduct and best practices 
for preventing misuse and abuse.
Kaiser Fung, New York

RE: STATE
Jason Zengerle wrote about conditions at the 
State Department under Rex Tillerson.

Tillerson is seen as one of the ‘‘grown-
ups in the room,’’ as people critical of our 
infantile president are fond of saying. This 
is supposed to be reassuring, but it isn’t. 
As head of Exxon Mobil, Tillerson trav-
eled all over the globe and spent a lot of 
time talking with world leaders, but there 
was only one topic of conversation: busi-
ness. Tillerson didn’t need to know much 
about a country in order to dig for oil 
there. He didn’t need to know anything 
about its culture and identity, its history, 
its relationship with bordering nations, 
education system, agricultural exports, 
human rights challenges and so on.

CORRECTION
An article on Oct. 22 about the social psy-
chologist Amy Cuddy and her work on 
power posing misstated the type of recently 
published research in which no downstream 
behavioral eff ects of power posing were seen. 
It was 11 new studies, not 11 new papers.

Send your thoughts to magazine@nytimes.com.P
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First Words

In theory, being ‘conservative’ means defending tradition against rapid societal change. In 
practice, America’s conservatives are clamoring to radically reshape the nation. By Jane Coaston

In 1953, a weathered journalist named Frank Chodorov founded the 
Intercollegiate Society of Individualists, an organization intended 
to halt the march of progressive ideas on American campuses. It’s 
still around, known today as the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 
dedicated to promoting things like limited government, ‘‘personal 
responsibility,’’ a free-market economy and traditional values. ¶ It 
was the I.S.I. — through a group called the Collegiate Network — that 
supported the conservative student newspaper where I worked while 
at the University of Michigan. I was, at the time, interested in how much 
of a role the state seemed to play in my life, and how all our lives could 
be freer, more self-contained. I wanted to explore the underpinnings 
of conservatism with other believers. The paper I joined was perhaps 
more libertarian than traditionally conservative, but the I.S.I. paid 
our publishing costs and sent us to editors’ conferences; as far as I 
knew, that meant that the people who paid for my fi rst trip outside 
the Eastern time zone voted for George W. Bush and thought the Iraq 
war was a good idea.¶ Chodorov, I’d later learn, was not this kind of 

Stop Motion
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First Words

Conservatism 
has long had 
two faces 
— one for 
its ideological 
elites and 
another for 
its voters.

conservative. He vigorously opposed all 
forms of military intervention and spent 
one 1938 essay reminding readers ‘‘that 
war is caused by the conditions that bring 
about poverty; that no war is justifi ed; 
that no war benefi ts the people.’’ In the 
1950s, he diff ered strongly with William 
F. Buckley Jr. — his handpicked choice as 
the fi rst president of the I.S.I. — out of a 
belief that conservatives’ eff orts to com-
bat international Communism would be 
more dangerous than Communism itself. 
The man whose organization was meant 
to ensure I became a rock-ribbed conser-
vative seemed to exist far away from what 
the group was sponsoring half a century 
later. ‘‘Conservatism,’’ I learned, can be a 
slippery thing — fl exible in its ideas, and 
something else entirely in practice.

For centuries, conservative politics has 
considered itself a means of preserving 
something — a culture, a way of being, an 
imagined notion of what once was and 
should be again. For Edmund Burke, the 
Irish statesman credited with some of 
conservative thought’s earliest underpin-
nings, to be a conservative was to avoid 
the human temptation to pro gress too far 
beyond our bounds. ‘‘The great error of 
our nature,’’ he wrote in 1756, ‘‘is not to 
know where to stop’’ and ultimately ‘‘to 
lose all we have gained by an insatiable 
pursuit after more.’’ Burke wanted to 
preserve the cultural legacy of European 
monarchies, writing during the French 
Revolution: ‘‘We fear God, we look up 
with awe to kings; with aff ection to par-
liaments; with duty to magistrates; with 
reverence to priests; and with respect 
to nobility. Why? Because when such 
ideas are brought before our minds, 
it is natural to be so affected.’’ To be 
a conservative, for him, was to obey a 
‘‘natural’’ order, rather than trying, in 
our hubris, to conceive of a better one.

Conservatives have tried to preserve 
religious values, class-based social systems, 
the concept of the ‘‘Western democratic 
order.’’ They gave the oldest political party 
in England its name. In America, freed 
from ties to monarchy or aristocracy, 
they tried to cast in amber the ideals they 
believed animated the nation’s founding. 
Conservatism has told us again and again 
that what came before us was most likely 
better than what will follow, and that old 
ideals are the basis of who we are as a 
people. Buckley, the founder of National 

Review, was a self-described conserva-
tive, believing that, as the conservative 
theorist Peter Viereck once wrote in The 
Times, ‘‘freedom depends on the traditional 
value-code of the West.’’ So is Speaker of 
the House Paul Ryan. So is Mitt Romney, 
who during the 2012 presidential campaign 
called himself ‘‘severely conservative.’’

Is Donald Trump? As of last year’s 
Republican primaries, an array of ‘‘Never 
Trump’’ conservatives were arguing that 
the candidate wouldn’t merely be a bad 
president but a liberal one, ramping up 
the federal defi cit and taking leftist stances 
on health care, L.G.B.T. rights and foreign 
policy. His very temperament, with its 
lack of humility or restraint, was said to 
go against the fabric of conservatism. But 
many voters didn’t share these worries: In 
Election Day exit polls, 81 percent of those 
who described themselves as ‘‘conserva-
tive’’ said they had voted for Trump. The 
modern licentiousness that conservative 
fi gures used to condemn, the promises to 

use government power in ways that would 
normally unsettle conservative ideologues 
— voters could embrace these, so long as 
it appeared to benefi t them. Their politics 
weren’t those of William F. Buckley; they 
were those of Donald J. Trump.

What my time at that student paper 
taught me is that conservatism has long 
had two faces — one for its ideologi-
cal elites and another for its voters. Its 
intellectual class debates free markets 
and constitutional law, but the message 
for voters is consistently diff erent, full 
of sinister socialist plots and black wel-
fare recipients soaking up tax money. 
The conversations I had in our offi  ce on 
Sunday afternoons took place against a 
backdrop of complaints about ‘‘liberal 
fascism,’’ of unceasing racial rhetoric in 
every publication and comments section, 
of the national anti-liberal student group 
Young Americans for Freedom planning a 
gathering in the center of our campus for 
‘‘Catch an Illegal Immigrant Day.’’

Photo illustration by Derek Brahney 



11

Il
lu

s
tr

a
ti

o
n

 b
y
 K

y
le

 H
ilt

o
n

Whatever 
conservatism 
told me it was 
intellectually 
could never 
compete 
with what 
conservatism 
was in practice.

‘Good things come to 

those who wait forever.’

Destroyer is a one-man indie band 

designed to pleasantly disorient 

people. Dan Bejar, a bushy-haired 

Canadian, sings like a lounge singer 

who wants to confuse the lounge — 

to make the actual walls and curtains 

and chairs and ashtrays exchange 

meaningful looks with one another.

His lyrics are collages of everyday 

language. Almost anything will do: 

clichés, film titles, even old lyrics from 

classic rock hits. (‘‘You can go your 

own way!’’ he belts out in one song, 

with total conviction, as if he were the 

very first person ever to think to sing 

it.) Bejar’s genius is to assemble all 

of these fragments in ways that are 

interestingly wrong, with the normal 

handles and switches and on-ramps 

and offramps of human language 

removed. The average Destroyer 

song is lit up frequently by disjunction: 

the little sparks that pop out when 

one order of logic gets rammed into 

another. ‘‘A thorn in my side told me, 

‘Hold, please,’ ’’ Bejar sings on his new 

album, stapling the New Testament 

to a customer-service script.

Often, Destroyer’s artifice requires 

only the tiniest twist. ‘‘Good things 

come to those who wait’’ is a saying 

so presynaptically familiar that our 

minds hardly even need to finish the 

sentence — we just take the comfort 

and run. But Bejar adds an extra 

word — ‘‘forever’’ — which undercuts 

the saying’s meaning. It’s impossible 

to wait forever, of course. So good 

things will not come. The cliché self-

destructs upon delivery.

This line comes toward the end of 

the song, which means that we have to 

wait for it — not forever, but for nearly 

three minutes — and Bejar sings it 

over and over and over and over and 

over. The song’s payoff is that there’s 

no such thing as a payoff.

From the song 

‘‘Ivory Coast,’’ on 

Destroyer’s new 

album, ‘‘Ken’’ 

(Merge Records, 

Oct. 20, 2017).

New Sentences By Sam Anderson

Trump rejected only half that equa-
tion: the elites who believed their ideas 
determined the trajectory of conserva-
tive thought. He excised the ideological 
middlemen and spoke directly to voters, 
who did not need to wrestle with coher-
ent principles or defi ne the nature of the 
relationship between citizen and state. 
They were free to decide that universal 
health care and copious use of executive 
orders were conservative values after 
all — and when they did, the very people 
whose entire careers had depended on 
carefully defi ning and nurturing the con-
servative movement would come to look 
like liberal shills. As Senator Jeff  Flake of 
Arizona said late in October, announcing 
that he would not seek re-election: ‘‘It is 
clear at this moment that a traditional 
conservative’’ — a believer in free trade, 
limited government and all the rest — ‘‘has 
a narrower and narrower path to nomina-
tion in the Republican Party.’’

In his mission statement for National 
Review, published in 1955, Buckley imag-
ined a magazine that ‘‘stands athwart his-
tory, yelling stop’’; its conservatism wanted 
to hold the reins of societal change, stop-
ping it in its tracks. But even this vision of 
conservatism had to distance itself from 
others. The John Birch Society was too 
conspiracy-minded. Obstinate segrega-
tionists, like the Alabama governor George 
Wallace, were frowned upon. Ayn Rand 
was a bellicose atheist. Those elements, 
though, still saw themselves as conserva-
tive — sometimes more conservative than 
those who wanted to displace them. When 
National Review repudiated the head of 
the John Birch Society, Buckley received 
piles of letters. ‘‘I have always believed 
you to be a true conservative,’’ said one. 
‘‘However, since you seem categorically to 
accept most of the left-wing programs, I’m 
beginning to doubt your sincerity.’’

These other conservatives would fi ght 
eff orts to integrate schools long after 
mainstream conservatives gave in. They 
would power right-wing talk radio and 
support the Moral Majority. They would 
eventually create the Tea Party, send Ted 
Cruz and Tom Cotton to Capitol Hill and 
help elect Donald Trump to the highest 
offi  ce in the land — all without much 
input from Buckley, or Ryan, or Mitch 
McConnell, or Commentary.

More important, they didn’t fear 
change; they desired it. Their imaginings 

ran not toward the stopping of history 
but toward constitutional conventions 
and civil wars. The emergence among 
them of the ‘‘alt-right’’ wasn’t a reaction 
to progressive threats but to a perceived 
lack of radical action from conservative 
leaders. Such voters no longer wanted 
to preserve an America that was going 
astray; they wanted to raze and remodel 
it, with Trump as head of demolition. 
As the Fox News host Tucker Carlson 
wrote in Politico, early in 2016, Repub-
lican voters ‘‘seem to know a lot about 
Trump, more than the people who run 
their party. They know that he isn’t a 
conventional ideological conservative. 
They seem relieved.’’

But this dynamic had been clear for 
at least a decade. From my fi rst year of 
college to the weeks in which, as editor 
in chief, I closed my fi nal edition of the 
paper, I came to a realization: Whatev-
er conservatism told me it was intellec-
tually — whatever ideas we discussed, 

whatever policy papers I read — could 
never compete with what conservatism 
was in practice. At the conferences the 
Collegiate Network sent me to, no one 
was discussing tax policy or the nature of 
eff ective governance; they were debating 
whether Barack Obama was a ‘‘real’’ Amer-
ican and whether Sarah Palin could unseat 
him in 2012, based on pure and unfettered 
loathing. Nothing was being conserved.

Conservative voters have known this 
for some time. This is why they voted 
last year for a president who swore not 
to preserve but to upend. Since Barry 
Goldwater’s 1964 campaign for the 
presidency, Republicans have worked to 
maintain a two-tiered party — one for the 
ideologues who believed in Burke and 
Buckley, free markets and free minds, 
and one for the voters, who are often 
moved less by a system of ideas than by 
id and grievance. It was always the vot-
ers, though, who really mattered. And it 
was the voters who won.�  
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On Technology By John Herrman

Technologists once told us that social 
bots would change our lives forever. 
They were right — but not in the way 
they expected.

In 2016, restless tech-industry forecast-
ers enjoyed a rare moment of consensus: 
Whatever else might be coming next, 
everyone seemed to agree that bots would 
be a big part of it. The analyst Benedict 
Evans, in a representative essay, located a 
promising future specifi cally in chat bots 
— conversational interfaces for artifi cial 
intelligence, designed to assist with par-
ticular tasks. Facebook, the year before, 
created a personal-assistant chat bot, and 
the company would soon open its Mes-
senger app up to outside developers, who 
it hoped would create more bots to help 
people shop, look things up or otherwise 
organize their lives. Amazon’s Echo, by 
then already a surprise mainstream 
success, provided a tailwind: Here was 
a widely used artifi cial intelligence just 
sitting there on millions of countertops. 

These predictions were self-interest-
ed, of course. But they were plausible 
and appealing, not least because they 
were already coming true. By 2016, I was 
talking on my phone less but speaking to 
it more; my Echo and I had settled into 
a mutually benefi cial, if lopsided, rela-
tionship (my commerce and privacy in 
exchange for the weather, some music 
and voice control of the fan). 

But despite the tech industry’s eff orts 
and hopes, the bots that have most eff ec-
tively lodged themselves in the public’s 
consciousness over the last year were not 
here to help — at least, not us. A diff erent 
sort of bot — undercover but public-fac-
ing, highly political but comparative-
ly primitive — was implicated in toxic 
and disorienting online conversations 
throughout the 2016 election cycle. Before 
the election, researchers at Oxford Uni-
versity suggested that between the fi rst 
and second presidential debates, more 
than a third of pro-Trump tweets and 
almost a fi fth of pro-Clinton tweets came 
from bot accounts. Political social bots 
have been stealing headlines ever since, 
described variously as ‘‘fake Americans,’’ 
as ‘‘weaponized’’ and as ‘‘fake-news-dis-
seminating’’ agents of Russia.

Such motive-centric descriptions 
tend to give too much credit to the infl u-
ence bots. Mostly they are crude imita-
tions of regular, if single-minded, people 
that, by virtue of existing and posting — a 
lot — are able to manipulate platforms’ 
shared spaces: They increase visible 
follower counts and sharing metrics; 
they create Twitter trends and hijack or 
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pollute hashtags into uselessness; they 
fl ood searches around breaking news. 
They probably don’t follow you, and 
you probably don’t follow them, but it 
doesn’t really matter. They fi nd their 
strength in numbers. They thrive just 
out of sight but fully within earshot.

This type of bot bears little resem-
blance to the ones demonstrated on the 
stages of tech campus auditoriums. But 
each sort of bot is made, in its own way, 
to exploit untapped opportunity in large-
scale automation. Where commercial 
bot-makers see an almost-too-good-to-
be-true chance to simultaneously per-
sonify their brands and automate their 
businesses, political bot-makers see an 
opportunity to exploit anonymity with 
a humanlike touch at an inhuman scale. 
While tech companies stand proudly 
behind their bots, the people who create 

prolifi c and ideological social bots hide 
behind them. (Their provenance remains 
murky even today.)

Anonymous social bots are obviously 
distinct from carefully designed software 
programmed in good faith. Technolog-
ically speaking, the eff orts of Facebook 
and Google and Amazon represent the 
forefront of A.I. research, while crudely 
scripted social bots must merely clear 
the low bar of passing for an angry 
stranger. They were, in the memorable 
words of one researcher, ‘‘yelling fools,’’ 
promoting partisan messages and dis-
information or merely registering their 
simulated agreement or anger, appearing 
maniacally focused, but not conclusively 
inhuman. A personal-assistant bot inter-
acts with its users, whereas this breed 
of social-media bot stages performances 
for audiences and algorithms alike.

But the proximity is toxic, and custody 
of the word is slipping. Bots, it turns out, 
make an excellent foil. Angela Merkel, in 
the run-up to this year’s German federal 
election, talked about bots, generally, as if 
they were an invading army. In May, Hillary 
Clinton pointed to Russia-backed online 
eff orts — including ‘‘the bots’’ — as ‘‘just out 
of control.’’ The phrase ‘‘not a bot’’ now lit-
ters the profi les of politically engaged Twit-
ter users (and, presumably, some bots). At 
the same time, President Trump, or a staff  
member, has indulged a habit of wander-
ing into Twitter’s uncanny valley to retweet 
supportive accounts whose humanity is 
hard to discern, or which eventually and 
mysteriously just disappear.  

 
Somewhere between the automated 
‘‘yelling fools’’ of online political dis-
course and commercial tech’s dream 

John Herrman
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of increasingly sophisticated helpers is 
a third sort of social bot, which is both 
foolish and sophisticated in its own way. 
My longest and most fruitful relation-
ship with a bot like this began through a 
private chat group I have with a handful 
of friends. We installed, as a member of 
the group, a free piece of software called 
Hubot — offi  cially designed as a ‘‘coding 
assistant’’ for workplace chat apps, but 
which we customized mainly for work 
avoidance. Most often, Hubot performed 
menial tasks — calling up photos or ani-
mations, performing various sorts of 
searches — but it soon came to function 
as a sort of group storytelling sidekick, 
developing something like a personality. 
Hubot lurked, responded and interject-
ed, accumulating an intimate set of rou-
tinized in-jokes. Eventually, it learned to 
(obliviously and dutifully) summon fresh 
pictures of a famous actor in the service 
of a joke the origins of which, after a few 
years, none of us could even remember. 
It was, like all bots, a tool. What made all 
the diff erence was that we were the ones 
using it, and not — as is the case with the 
bots that have inserted themselves into 
our national discourse and our living 
rooms — the other way around. 

A 2016 essay by the New York-based 
think tank Data & Society — a so-called 
botifesto — identifi ed this playful sort of 
bot as an evolutionary precursor to the 
various expressions of bothood today. 
The essay described how mindfully 
created bots, not unlike our version of 
Hubot, had been functioning in the 
wild, on public social media. Some were 
jokes and larks, whose ‘‘very ‘botness’ is 
funny, surreal or poetic’’: bots that used 
a social-media personality’s corpus to 
create a (usually funny, always revealing) 
surrogate account, or bots that auto-
mated the dispersal of information in 
controlled, open and even journalistic 
ways. But the botifesto’s intention was to 
sound an alarm. Less transparent social 
bots — primarily on Twitter and other 
social platforms — posed a risk to media 
and discourse. ‘‘Platforms, governments 
and citizens must step in and consider 
the purpose — and future — of bot tech-
nology before manipulative anonymity 
becomes a hallmark of the social bot,’’ the 
authors cautioned.

This warning wasn’t just a prediction; 
it was based in observation. Anonymous 
bots masquerading as citizen and political 

actors had been a creeping feature in for-
eign elections for years. The 2012 election 
of President Enrique Peña Nieto of Mex-
ico was supported by armies of automat-
ed social-media accounts, which fl ood-
ed Twitter with supportive messages. 
‘‘Peñabots’’ became a feature of online 
Mexican political discourse through at 
least 2015. But bots hadn’t yet run ram-
pant on American tech companies’ home 
turf. Manipulation by A.I. was typically 
seen as ‘‘something that was happening 
somewhere else,’’ M. C. Elish, a researcher 
at Data & Society who contributed to the 
report, told me. ‘‘We only notice some-
thing when it’s arrived on our doorstep.’’ 

This arrival is likely to result in action. 
Twitter, for example, insists that it has 
been working hard on the problem. 
One of the most frequently proposed 
solutions to the problem of ‘‘manipula-
tive anonymity’’ among researchers in 
the fi eld is some form of bot disclosure 
— a requirement, enforced by social 
platforms, that an account operated by 
third-party software disclose that fact. 
(Wikipedia, for example, already does 
this.) Bot disclosure could plausibly stem 
the tide of bots intended to exert crude 
infl uence or to harass people. Humans 
would, in theory, be able to interact with 
bots electively, and to better judge some 
sources of information or expressions of 
sentiment. A grand sorting could begin 
to restore order, but Twitter’s discourse 
nightmare didn’t start with bots and 
won’t end with them.

Social automation is both disruptive 
and revealing. Twitter in particular dehu-
manizes users in the proc ess of giving 
them access to one another, so of course 
bots could thrive there — and of course 
they’d closely resemble our worst-tweet-
ing selves. Voice-and-text-activated 
assistants help monopolistic compa-
nies further consolidate power, and they 
complicate the stories we tell ourselves 
about privacy, as we invite the eyes 
and ears of the world’s most ambitious 
tech businesses into our most personal 
spaces. Alexa reminds us what Amazon 
wants; Twitter bots show us how online 
mass communication breaks down. 
What was truly great about Hubot, the 
cobbled-together, inscrutable, mostly 
useless chat automaton, was the sug-
gestion it made, through each absurd 
routine: that online, it’s necessary that 
we build spaces for ourselves.�  

Terrance Hayes is the author of fi ve collections of poetry, most recently ‘‘How 
to Be Drawn,’’ which was a fi nalist for the National Book Award in 2015. His fourth 
collection, ‘‘Lighthead,’’ won a 2010 National Book Award. Cherene Sherrard 
is a professor in the English department of the University of Wisconsin, Madison. 
Her debut collection of poetry, ‘‘Vixen,’’ was published in September by Autumn 
House Press.

One side of this poem has ‘‘such a lovely sound to it’’ — ‘‘Boabdil,’’ 
‘‘the geometric garden,’’ the ‘‘rose vines . . . teal and terracotta.’’ Th e 
other side of the poem functions as an allegory of defeat. A sobbing 
king surrenders his kingdom. My question for you: Is the speaker 
here a tourist visiting Alhambra or a statue looking over the scene? 
Multiple answers are correct.

WEEP LIKE A WOMAN FOR WHAT YOU
COULD NOT HOLD AS A MAN 

By Cherene Sherrard

Boabdil’s mother tells him
as he leaves Alhambra in defeat.
The Court of the Crepe Myrtles
has such a lovely sound to it,
I decide to stay here: a statue
in a geometric garden: one
of a dozen streams of water
strumming the refl ection pool;
a carp fl ipping in a murky fountain;
a duck dozing in red dust; a row
of rose vines arboring a tiled path of teal
and terracotta; one triangle holding
a thousand stars arranged for pretty
rather than use.

Illustration by R. O. Blechman
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The man was acting very strange. 
His siblings thought he was drinking 
again. He swore he wasn’t — 
but then what was going on?

‘‘So, do you like working here?’’ the mid-
dle-aged man bellowed to the young 
physician at the other end of the hospital 
coff ee shop. The woman, the object of this 
not-very-subtle pickup line, ignored him. 
The man’s sister cringed. When had her 
younger brother, who was 49, turned into 
such a jerk? He had always been so quiet 
and shy. She was living across the country 
in Washington State, so she didn’t see him 
often, but he had certainly changed.   

In his 20s, he had a problem with alco-
hol. But back then, his drinking made him 
quieter. And even during the worst of his 
drinking days, he had always been tidy 
and well kept, fastidious in everything he 
did. That morning, she drove from the 
airport to pick him up on the way to visit 
their father, who was in the hospital after 
heart surgery. She had taken a red-eye 
fl ight from Seattle to Philadelphia, but 
her brother looked worse than she felt: 
tired, disheveled, dirty. He said he had just 
showered, but she could tell it wasn’t true. 

 
↓
What Has Come Over Him?

As their father recovered, she had plenty 
of time to discuss her brother with the rest 
of her siblings — three sisters and another 
brother. All had noticed that something 
was diff erent — how could they not? He 
would say the most inappropriate things, 
and always loudly. He slept often and 
everywhere. And he couldn’t remember 
anything. One sister said she was pretty 
sure he was drinking again. That pro-
duced a couple of nods of agreement. 

The younger brother insisted that 
he was fi ne, even as he got worse. He 
didn’t know why he was no longer able 
to get work as a sheet-metal mechanic. 
He didn’t tell them that he had often for-
gotten important tasks on the job or that 
he had become lost more than once on a 
construction site where he was working.  

Nine months after their father’s sur-
gery, the sister who lived the closest had 
plans with her brother to have brunch. 
Early that morning, he called to confi rm 
the date and the time. And then he called 
again, and again, and again. More than a 
dozen times. When she arrived to pick 
him up, he wasn’t dressed and seemed 
to have completely forgotten their plans 
— and all his calls. She hustled him into 
the car and drove him to a local emergen-
cy room. She explained that her brother 
had become very forgetful and that his 
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PATIENT TIMELINE

Cecil’s battle with 

lung cancer
Cecil’s story began when his upper chest 

started to feel congested. Nothing relieved 

the pain, so he scheduled an appointment 

with his doctor. After two rounds   

of antibiotics didn’t help, he 

had a CAT scan that revealed a 

mass in his upper left lung. 

“I was shocked when the 

doctor told me it was lung 

cancer,” Cecil remembered. “We 

did surgery and followed up 

with chemotherapy. Everything 

looked clear. But a few months 

later, my cancer had spread to

my right lung.”

In search of more 

treatment options, 

Cecil’s journey 

led him to Cancer 

Treatment Centers 

of America® (CTCA). 

Routine molecular testing of the cancer did 

not reveal any treatable abnormalities, so his 

team of doctors created a treatment plan that 

utilized advanced genomic testing.

“We tested Cecil’s tumor for over 300  

cancer related genes,” said Dr. Sagun 

Shrestha, Cecil’s medical oncologist. “And  

we found two mutations.”

The discovery of the mutations 

in the DNA of the tumor 

pointed his doctors toward a 

targeted therapy with which 

Cecil is being treated today.

“When Dr. Shrestha identifi ed 

the drug I needed, she gave

me a new level of confi dence 

and hope,” he said. “Today, I feel strong, my 

energy is up—we’re making progress.” 

Cecil is staying the course with his treatment, 

while staying busy with his 16-year-old son. 

“Cecil has tolerated the targeted   

drug very well,” concluded Dr. Shrestha. 

“Follow-up scans that were performed in 

September and December of 2016 showed 

signifi cant improvement.” 

Cancer Treatment Centers of America® (CTCA) is a network of fi ve hospitals across the U.S. off ering an integrative approach to cancer care. 

CTCA® combines advanced technologies to fi ght cancer and evidence-informed therapies to help manage side eff ects. Our precision cancer 

treatments provide our patients with truly personalized care. For more information on CTCA, visit cancercenter.com or call 855-587-5528.
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Cecil Lee’s cancer

Cecil Lee and his care team

“We tested Cecil’s tumor 

for over 300 cancer 

related genes and we 

found two mutations.”

  Dr. Sagun Shrestha

What is advanced genomic testing? Genomic tumor assessments help identify the 

DNA alterations that are driving the growth of a particular tumor. As we understand more 

about these gene mutations, doctors are better able to provide cancer treatment therapies 

designed to specifi cally target an individual’s cancer when standard of care no longer works.
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personality had changed signifi cantly. 
The doctors drew some blood and ran a 
CT scan. All was normal. He should see a 
neurologist, she was advised. 

 
↓
Acting Stranger and Stranger

The sister arranged for him to see Dr. 
Adam Weinstein, a young neurologist at 
the Center for Neuroscience in a suburb 
of Philadelphia. At that fi rst appointment, 
the sister did most of the talking, Wein-
stein noted. He soon understood why. 

The brother sat quietly in the exam 
room. He couldn’t explain what had been 
going on for the past year. He said he was 
laid off  from his job because he ‘‘couldn’t 
focus.’’ It wasn’t because he was drinking 
— he hadn’t touched a drop in fi ve years. 
The man’s face revealed no emotion as he 
spoke. It was hard for him to answer with 
more than a simple yes or no, as if vocab-
ulary had evaporated from his mind. And 
though he knew the name of the presi-
dent, he couldn’t recall what year it was, 
or even the day of the week.  

As a neurologist, Weinstein saw many 
patients with dementia. The trick was to 
look for causes of cognitive impairment 
that could be reversed. They were uncom-
mon but worth looking for, especially 
in someone this young. He would look 
for evidence of advanced syphilis, vita-
min defi ciencies, thyroid problems and, 
because the patient had worked with steel, 
heavy-metal poisoning. Seizures could 
aff ect the brain, so he ordered an electro-
encephalogram, as well as an M.R.I., in 
case something was missed by the CT scan. 

 
↓
A Sagging Brain

Blood-test results were unrevealing. The 
EEG showed that the man’s brain was work-
ing slower than normal, but nothing sug-
gested seizures. The M.R.I. was scheduled 
to take place weeks later. If it didn’t provide 
some answers, Weinstein knew he would 
have to talk with the family about how to 
deal with dementia in someone you love.

It was late in the afternoon when 
Weinstein got a call from the neurora-
diologist reviewing his patient’s M.R.I. 
It indicated a condition that Weinstein 
had read about but never seen: severe 
spontaneous intracranial hypotension, 
or ‘‘sagging brain syndrome.’’ 

Normally the brain fl oats in a bath of 
cerebral spinal fl uid, which cushions and 

protects the delicate structure. In this dis-
order, that liquid disappears. Weinstein 
pulled up the images from the man’s 
M.R.I. They showed the man’s brain, 
which would normally have the consis-
tency of a light and fl uff y custard, lying in 
a pile on the fl oor of the skull. The whole 
brain seemed to sag downward through 
the hole from which the spinal cord 
 emerges from the bony sphere. Wein-
stein could see why the man’s memory 
and emotions were aff ected. And why 
he spoke so loudly. The temporal lobes 
— where sound is heard, memories are 
formed and emotions originate — had 
been pulled back and down, stretched 
like saltwater taff y. 

Weinstein immediately started reading 
up on the condition. It is usually caused 
by a leak in the tough sac surrounding 
the brain and spinal cord called the dura. 
Weinstein knew that the fi rst step would 
be to fi nd the leak. Once the opening was 
found, injecting the patient’s own blood 
into that area would patch the hole tem-
porarily, giving it a chance to heal.

He sent the patient to a nearby com-
munity hospital and ordered imaging to 
look for the leak — a procedure in which 
contrast dye is injected into the dural sac. 
If there is a leak, it becomes visible as 
the contrast oozes out of the dura along 
with the cerebral spinal fl uid. Although 
the radiologists suspected that there was 
a leak, they couldn’t fi nd it.  

The patient was transferred to a larg-
er medical center. Doctors there had no 
more success in fi nding the leak, but they 
tried to treat him anyway. Three times his 
blood was injected into his spine. Each 
time he got better for a week or two, but 
then the leak returned and, overnight, all 
his improvements disappeared.

 
↓
Innovative Treatment

Finally, a doctor encouraged the family 
to contact a neurosurgeon on the West 
Coast who had recently developed an 
experimental technique for repairing 
these leaks. The surgeon, Wouter Schiev-
ink at Cedars Sinai Medical Center in Los 
Angeles, had treated only a small num-
ber of patients, but he was one of few 
surgeons working on this strange and 
unusual disorder. Collaborating with 
neuro radiologists at Cedars Sinai, Schiev-
ink had a better way to look for leaks and 
performed surgery to repair them. 

The West Coast sister emailed Schievink 
her brother’s radiology reports. Bring him 
out, the surgeon told the desperate sister. 
If he could fi nd a leak, he would operate. 

A few weeks later, the patient went to 
Cedars Sinai. Schievink’s team found the 
leak. Finding it had been hard because the 
contrast dye wasn’t leaking into the sur-
rounding space but instead draining into a 
spinal-cord vein. There it was quickly dilut-
ed and carried away. The very next day, the 
patient was taken to surgery. It took three 
hours to locate and close the pea-size hole. 

 
↓
Darkness — and Then Light

Recovery was slow and brutal. The man’s 
brain had adapted to the low pressure cre-
ated by the leak, but once it was repaired 
and the pressure normalized, his brain 
and all the blood vessels feeding it had to 
readjust. For those fi rst few days, his head 
pounded relentlessly. He threw up every-
thing he tried to eat. But slowly, so very 
slowly, he started to improve. His fami-
ly watched, amazed, as the brother they 
knew so well re- emerged from the chaos 
of his dementia. After a month and a half, 
he was ready to go home. Four months 
later, he got the O.K. from his doctors to 
go back to his job.

He has been working ever since. And 
he’s looking forward to seeing his family 
this Thanksgiving. This year, he tells me, 
he has much to be thankful for.�  



CHARLES P. ROGERS® IS A REGISTERED TRADEMARK. ©2017 CHARLES P. ROGERS & CO. 

SHOP IN-STORE, BY PHONE OR ONLINE AT charlesprogers.com
NY factory showrooms: 26 West 17 Street (5-6 Aves) & 213 East 59 Street (2-3 Aves) in Manhattan. Open daily 9-8, Saturday 10-7, Sunday 12-6.

NJ factory store: 300 Rte 17 North, East Rutherford. Open daily 10-6, Saturday 10-7 (closed Sunday).
Phone 800-272-7726 • We ship anywhere.

FALL SAVINGS 
ON EVERY BED 
& MATTRESS 
THRU VETERANS DAY

Extra Savings on everything ... 
plus FREE DELIVERY to most U.S. 

addresses on orders of $299 or more.

ESTATE 5000 MATTRESS. TOP-RATED BY LEADING INDEPENDENT
BUYERS GUIDE FOR 2017. REG. FROM: $2099, NOW $1199.20

HAND-FORGED IRON CAMPAIGN DAYBED. REG. FROM: $1699, 
NOW $809.10. OPTIONAL TRUNDLE STORE A MATTRESS UNDERNEATH.

SOLID MAHOGANY STORAGE BED. REG. FROM: $4059, 
NOW $1967.20. OPTIONS INCLUDE 5 HEADBOARDS.

NEWHOUSE LEATHER OR LINEN UPHOLSTERED 
HEADBOARD. REG. FROM: $1799, NOW $809.10

ANTIQUE BRASS & IRON SLEIGH HEADBOARD. 
REG. FROM $1199, NOW $629.10.

BARCELONA SOLID MAHOGANY 
PLATFORM BED. REG. FROM: $3359,
NOW $1663.20



22 11.5.17 Illustration by Tomi Um

Il
lu

s
tr

a
ti

o
n

 b
y
 K

y
le

 H
ilt

o
n

The Ethicist By Kwame Anthony Appiah

Can I Turn In 
A Bad 
Fraternity 
At My 
Son’s College?

My son is on his college football team. 
Most of the football team is in a fraternity 
known for its boorishness; it prides itself 
on disparaging other frats and behaving 
badly. My son wisely chose not to join it, 
opting instead for a fraternity that appears 
to be serious about teaching ethical 
behavior to its members. 

One of my son’s teammates joined 
the ‘‘football frat.’’ During the hazing 
process, the young man was severely 
injured and had to quit the football team. 
He also quit the fraternity and joined 
my son’s fraternity.

My question is whether I should 
alert the chancellor of the university to 
the situation. Th e teammate explicitly 
requested that no one be told about what 
happened to him. He is worried about 
the reactions of his former brothers.

I understand his concern, but I think 
the chancellor needs to know, so that 
he has a chance to correct the situation. 

I am debating sending an anonymous 
letter or arranging to meet with the 
chancellor in person. Th is is a prestigious 
university. I am sure administrators 
would not want this happening on their 
watch. In addition, this behavior gives 
football and frats a bad name, not to 
mention depriving the football team 
of a great athlete and depriving that 
athlete of the game. What should I do?

Name Withheld

You face one of the dilemmas that trou-
ble many of those who write to me. You 

To submit a query: 

Send an email to 

ethicist@nytimes

.com; or send mail 

to The Ethicist, The 

New York Times 

Magazine, 620 

Eighth Avenue, New 

York, N.Y. 10018. 

(Include a daytime 

phone number.)

Bonus Advice From Judge John Hodgman

John writes: My friend and colleague Zach commutes to 

work by Rollerblade. He graduated from an Ivy League 

institution, so I expect him to be intelligent and decent. He 

claims that Rollerblades provide good exercise. I claim 

they are stupid. Please order Zach to destroy his Rollerblades.

————

As a Yalie, I can assure you that an Ivy League education 

is no assurance of anything. But since you brought it up, this 

court presumes you are a relatively recent graduate. The 

young tend to assume a kind of tribal kinship among their 

friends, and you worry that Zach’s Rollerblades will attract 

sneers to your clan. But this is an illusion. Yes, Rollerblades 

are dumb and dated, but they do not reflect upon you. Soon 

you will understand that we are all individuals in the 

void, hurtling toward death on the wheels of our choice. 

have some information that would allow 
someone to do something good, but it 
came to you from someone who has asked 
that it not be passed on. You know that 
the aff ected student doesn’t want anyone 
to know what happened to him. Although 
you didn’t promise confi dentiality, you 
learned about it from someone who is, 
presumably, bound by it, and he told you 
as your son, which is also a relationship 
within which privacy is an important 
value. There are considerations in favor 
of keeping quiet.

But they’re surely outweighed by the 
fact that the behavior in question was 
extremely foolish and dangerous and 
could well continue unless the fraternity 
is reined in. You ought to tell your son 
what you decide to do fi rst, however, and 
you ought to allow him to make the case 
against your decision. Suppose he doesn’t 
want the victim to know that he told you; 
this will fi gure into whether he can also 
seek permission from his teammate. If, 
after all these conversations, you judge 
that it’s still important to tell the chan-
cellor, try to do so in a way that off ers as 
much protection as possible for the vic-
tim. He has already suff ered a great deal.

A relative of mine, after the breakdown 
of his long-term relationship with his 
boyfriend, fell into a deep depression, losing 
his job in the process. He has been staying 
with my parents since then. His depression 
is severe, requiring multiple treatments. 

He traveled to Southeast Asia and met a 
much younger man, with whom he fell 
in love. He returned to Asia repeatedly in 

the past year, and each time, money he had 
saved up disappeared. He invested heavily 
in the new boyfriend’s business and lost it 
all. During the last visit, the new boyfriend 
claimed he had to go visit his family and 
never returned. 

My relative says that if he can’t fi nd 
a way to stay in Southeast Asia, he will 
kill himself. My father believes that his 
depression must be ‘‘situational’’ (is there 
such a thing?), because he is outgoing 
and life- loving while abroad but sleeps 23 
hours a day here in the United States. 
He is bound to save up to return to Asia, 
this time without the hope of the shady 
boyfriend appearing. Is the moral and loving 
thing to do to let him continue the search 
for love, which ruins him, or should we
try to intervene?

Name Withheld

 
I have no psychiatric training, and even if I 
did, I wouldn’t be able to off er a diagnosis 
on the basis of the information you’ve pro-
vided. Your relative’s reckless decisions, as 
well as his current condition, I’ll grant, sug-
gest that he’s struggling with mental- health 
issues. Within these constraints, however, 
there is a common- sense way of describing 
his situation. The end of a loving long-term 
relationship is sad. So is being betrayed by 
someone you thought was in love with you. 
So is losing your money, your house and 
your career. I’d have thought it would be a 
sign of a mental disorder not to be unhappy 
in these circumstances. The fact that he was 
life- loving when he was in Southeast Asia 
with his boyfriend fi ts with this natural way 



of describing things. There, he had — or 
thought he had — things to be happy about. 

His experience in Southeast Asia has a 
natural common- sense description too. 
A younger person exploited the sexual 
interest of an older, richer American. If 
your relative returns to Southeast Asia, 
someone may well try to exploit him in 
these ways again. This time, however, 
he’ll be less attractive as a mark, because 
he no longer has the money he used to 
have. Many Europeans and North Ameri-
cans travel to Southeast Asia as sex tour-
ists, and, against that background, the 
chances that he’ll fi nd a loving partner 
aren’t good. Whatever you think about 
the morality of the sex industry, it sets up 
a situation in which the exploitation of 
one party by another is a likely outcome. 
Looking for sex is one thing; looking for 
love is another.

Part of the trouble, surely, is the fact 
that the loss of both his love life and 
his work life (the fi rst precipitating the 
second) has left him with nothing that 
 engages him. Despair can have conse-
quences that deepen despair. His life 
here feels empty. Looking for a new 
lover overseas — where the little money 
he has will go a great deal further than 
it does in the United States — off ers him 
hope that he’ll fi nd a meaningful rela-
tionship. (He may also be one of those 
people who are happier in sunnier cli-
mates.) Although, as I say, the chances 
of success would seem slim, I can see 
why, in his circumstances, he sees it as 
the only worthwhile option. 

But your question is what you and 
your parents should do. I’d say that you 
should talk to your relative about all this 
and try to help him think through his 
choices. You’re already involved in his 
life — he lives with your parents — and 
his melancholy presence in their lives 
and his acceptance of their very sub-
stantial assistance means that he can’t 
reasonably refuse this intervention. It’s 
possible that he hides out at home in 
part to avoid such discussions. That isn’t 
helping him, and nobody would recom-
mend sleeping all day as a solution to 
depression. Helping friends or family 
members see their own situation more 
clearly is one of the gifts of love.�  

Kwame Anthony Appiah teaches philosophy 
at N.Y.U. He is the author of ‘‘Cosmopolitanism’’ and 
‘‘Th e Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen.’’ 
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Letter of Recommendation

The problem with spending time with 
your children is that most of the stuff  
you can do with children is terrible. Kids’ 
board games are bad. Pretending to be 
pirates or whatever is bad. Crafts are bad. 
Playing sports with kids is bad until about 
age 13, when the opposing trajectories 
of your athletic abilities and your child’s 
athletic abilities intersect, and then it’s 
good for like a week, and then they reli-
ably crush you, and it’s bad again.

This year I’ve been traveling around 
the world with my family, for research 

on a book about international parent-
ing. It has been challenging. Wonder-
ful too, of course, as we’ve spent a lot 
of time together, my kids and I: many, 
many, many hours on trains, on planes, in 
restaurants and rental houses. I love my 
children and love being with them — in 
theory. But in practice, you must fi ll those 
hours of togetherness with something 
that doesn’t make you or your children 
squirm with impatience. 

This year, we learned to fi ll those 
hours by playing cards. In February, in 

Cabbages and Kings 
By Dan Kois

a hut deep in the New Zealand bush, 
our friend Gary taught our children a 
card game called cabbages and kings. 
The rules are simple: You deal out all 
the cards, and players compete to get 
rid of their hand in a series of tricks 
awarded to the person who can play the 
highest card. The winner, the ‘‘king,’’ has 
an advantage in the subsequent round: 
Before play begins, she is allowed to steal 
the best cards of the loser, the ‘‘cabbage,’’ 
making it even more diffi  cult for the loser 
ever to win again. 

11.5.17

The perfect family 

card game: simpler 

than adult staples 

but more complex 

than grueling 

little-kid standards. 
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Tip By Malia Wollan

‘‘Wait a minute,’’ I said as our kids 
fanned out their cards in the fl ickering 
candlelight. ‘‘Isn’t this game the same as 
. . . ’’ and said a seven-letter anatomical 
synonym for ‘‘jerk’’ that made my kids 
giggle in shock. ‘‘Well, yeah, mate,’’ Gary 
said reasonably, ‘‘but when you teach it 
to kids, you call it cabbages and kings.’’ 

So yes, cabbages and kings is just that 
drinking game you played back when 
all you had in your fl eabag apartment 
was a deck of cards and a plastic bottle 
of rum. But removed from that seedy 
environment it becomes, magically, the 
perfect game, pitched at just the right 
level for a 9-year-old and an 11-year-old 
and their desperate parents. Its rules 
are simpler to understand than those 
of hearts, euchre or other adult staples. 
But its strategy is more complex than 
grueling little-kid standards like crazy 
eights, speed or (shudder) war. 

In an intergenerational game of cab-
bages and kings, adults can do their best, 
playing the game in a way that’s interest-
ing to them. Maybe you’re a card counter, 
springing your kings and queens on your 
opponents only when the jokers and aces 
have been played. Maybe you save your 
pairs until the last possible moment, 
then unleash them all in a fl urry. But the 
luck of the draw means that children will 
win sometimes, regardless of how well 
or poorly they play. So adults remain 
interested while kids don’t get frustrat-
ed. I can’t think of another competitive 
activity in which adults can play at the 
peak of their abilities and kids can still, 
often, prevail. Limbo, I guess.

Now, as an adult, do I actually care 
whether I win or lose at cards to my 
preteen children? Of course I do. I 
want to win. If I must lose, I at least 
want my wife to also lose. But I admit 
that the seductiveness of card-playing 
with my kids goes beyond the pleasure 
of ascending to kingship and crowing 
right in their sad cabbage faces. It has 
to do with my desire, so often thwarted 
these days, to look at them.

Once, when they were babies, we 
could look at them all the time. There 
are years of my life when I felt I did 
nothing but look at my children, for 
fear that if I looked away for even one 
second they would be eaten by bears. 
But now they disappear into screens and 
schools, behind closed doors, out into 
the world. Even when they’re around, 

I fi nd it diffi  cult to cadge a good, long 
look; it is the plight of the parent of 
tweens to desire nothing more than to 
look at his kids in peace, and yet to be 
rebuff ed most of the time by his kids 
saying, correctly, ‘‘Stop staring at me, 
that’s weird.’’

But around the table, playing cabbages 
and kings, they are concerned with how 
to get rid of that solitary 6, or when to 
spring the triple 4s. They don’t notice 
that I am drinking in the way their faces 
resemble their cousins’, the ways they 
express exasperation, their glee at unex-
pected windfalls. They play cards so dif-
ferently, befi tting their personalities: the 
older in a constant state of simmering 

rage at the unjustness of everyone else’s 
moves, which turns, in the moment of 
victory, to benevolent forgiveness; the 
younger silently, watchfully processing 
the game and then making a surprising 
and intuitive move to defeat us all. 

We eat tortilla chips and listen to 
music, and sometimes I can fool them 
into an honest-to-God conversation. I 
see them learn from their mistakes, if 
I’m smart enough to hold my tongue 
when I see them make one. We’ve begun 
expanding our repertoire into rummy 
and oh hell, but cabbages and kings is 
our standard, the game that gets all four 
of us around the table and, briefl y, off  
one another’s nerves.�  

How to Feign 
An Illness

‘‘Research your symptoms,’’ says Eve 
Muller, a Los Angeles-based actress who 
has been working in medical schools as 
a simulated patient since 1990. Bodies 
manifest ailments in recognizable pat-
terns that medical professionals are 
trained to observe and diagnose. It is not 
enough to say your belly hurts; exactly 
where and how does it hurt? Stomach 
pain could be food poisoning, an ecto-
pic pregnancy, pelvic infl ammatory 
disease, appendicitis, twisted ovarian 
tubes or something else entirely. Know 
your malady’s pathology and describe 
it with specifi city. ‘‘You need to know 
anatomy,’’ Muller says.

Before she interacts with students, a 
medical school gives Muller a detailed 
case study outlining the pretend patient’s 
medical history, biography, symptoms 
and sometimes even scripted lines. Be 
similarly thorough in your preparation. If 

the condition requires a repeated physical 
action, like a limp or the trembling asso-
ciated with Parkinson’s disease, watch 
videos of real patients online and mimic 
their behavior in front of a mirror or on 
video. Use makeup, hair and clothing to 
help tell your story. ‘‘Look the part,’’ says 
Muller, who paints bruises and rashes 
onto her body. She drinks yogurt smooth-
ies to sound phlegmy if she’s portraying 
someone with congestion. Sometimes she 
wears business attire; for other characters 
she jams dirt under her fi ngernails and 
rubs oil in her hair. 

Recently, Muller, who trains new medi-
cal actors at the Keck School of Medicine 
of U.S.C., which started the fi rst simulat-
ed-patient program in 1964, portrayed 
three diff erent patients faking pain in 
an attempt to get opioids in a workshop 
for doctors learning to spot and handle 
such cases. Demanding specifi c medica-
tion often fl ags you as an impostor. To 
embody pain, tap into your own expe-
rience, if you have it. Those who have 
never felt high-level pain tend to be less 
convincing in their performance of physi-
cal suff ering. Feel the imagined hurt in 
your body. ‘‘How would you walk?’’ Muller 
says. ‘‘How would you sit? If you’re asked 
to lie down, what does that look like?’’ 

Be careful, especially when fabricat-
ing fear, anxiety or extreme pain, which 
can be exhausting mentally and physi-
cally. ‘‘If you’re talking about a throb-
bing, knife-stabbing headache over 
and over, your body starts to tense up,’’ 
Muller says. ‘‘It’s really easy to talk your-
self into that one and walk away with a 
real headache.’’�  

I can’t think 
of another 
competitive 
activity in 
which adults 
can play at 
the peak of their 
abilities and 
kids can still, 
often, prevail.

Dan Kois  
is a frequent contributor 
to the magazine 
and an editor at Slate. 
His book ‘‘How to 
Be a Family’’ will be 
published in 2019. 
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The Pleasures of a Pork Patty
A once-reluctant omnivore on the delights of homemade sausage.

Food stylist: Maggie Ruggiero. Prop stylist: Amy Wilson.11.5.17

In 1973, three years before she traveled 
from Iran to Mecca for her hajj, my grand-
mother Parvin took another momentous 
journey. While visiting my uncle at college 
in Madison, Wis., she made a pilgrimage 
to the Oscar Mayer factory to demonstrate 
her devotion to her favorite food: hot dogs.

Even though the tour predictably left 
her revolted, it didn’t dampen her pas-
sion for wieners. Visiting us in California 

throughout my childhood, she would 
incessantly harass my mom to take her out 
for hot dogs, unwilling to board her return 
fl ight to Tehran until she’d eaten them at 
least a dozen times. To this day, she’ll eat a 
dog with great relish and say immediately 
afterward, ‘‘Well, that was a piece of junk.’’

My grandmother passed down her con-
fl icted feelings about sausage consump-
tion to my mom. Ours was a pork-free 

household. The rules were arbitrary but 
strict: No pork in the house, ever. Except 
for the occasional pepperoni pizza. Or 
maybe Hawaiian.

At home, Mom served us turkey break-
fast links that she got at the health-food 
store. But whenever we went out for break-
fast, she let my brothers and me order pork 
sausages (though, inexplicably, not bacon). 
Distrustful of imitation syrup, she always 

Light and springy: 

Homemade 

sausage patties.
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The fi rst time 
I was assigned 
to make 
sausage at work, 
I silently, 
half-seriously 
asked my 
Muslim 
ancestors to 
forgive me. 

Maple Breakfast Sausage

Time: 45 minutes

 1 teaspoon dried sage

 2  teaspoons Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt 

or 1 teaspoon fi ne sea salt

 ½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

 1 large pinch ground nutmeg

 1 large pinch ground coriander 

 ¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper

 1 pound ground pork

 1  tablespoon plus ½ teaspoon maple 

syrup

  Extra-virgin olive oil

 

1. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper; 

set aside.

2. Finely crumble the sage into a large bowl. 

Add salt, black pepper, nutmeg, coriander 

and cayenne to the sage, and stir to combine.

Add pork and syrup to the spice mixture. 

3. Using your hands, mix thoroughly for 

1 full minute, until the pork begins to appear 

tacky and sticks to the palm of your hand.

4. Preheat a cast-iron pan over medium heat. 

Use a heaping tablespoon of pork mixture 

to make a small, thin sausage patty. Add a 

teaspoon or so of olive oil to the pan. and cook 

the patty for 2-3 minutes on each side, or until 

cooked through. Taste, and if needed, add 

salt or any other seasonings to the uncooked 

sausage mixture, and mix to combine.

5. Divide and form the remaining sausage 

into 8 2½-inch patties, placing them on the 

prepared baking sheet as you go. Cover, 

and refrigerate for 30 minutes to allow the 

flavors to come together. (Patties can be 

made ahead and covered and refrigerated 

or frozen at this point until ready to use.)

6. To cook, wipe out cast-iron pan, and return 

it to medium heat. Add 1 tablespoon olive 

oil. When it shimmers, add patties in a single 

layer, leaving space between them. Cook 

3-4 minutes per side, or until browned on the 

surface and just cooked through.

7. Drain sausages on paper towels. Serve hot.

Serves 4. Sausage variations are at 
nytimes.com/magazine. �  

smuggled in a little jug of the real stuff  in 
her purse, and I lived in anticipation of the 
moment the syrup fl owed onto the savory 
side of my plate. The sausage absorbed the 
sweet, aromatic maple only to release an 
array of new fl avor combinations — vanilla 
with coriander, maple with black pepper. 
It was intoxicating.

But I inherited this matrilineal porcine 
anxiety. Recalling my grandmother’s vivid 
(and somehow increasingly disgusting) 
annual descriptions of the sausage facto-
ry, I had a hard time enjoying hot dogs — 
I occasionally still do . But ever in search of 
the heavenly commingling of pork, sage 
and maple syrup, I have never been able 
to resist ordering a side of breakfast sau-
sage. I didn’t eat pork in any other form 
until I started cooking professionally in 
a kitchen where the reigning sense was 
taste. Our mantra was ‘‘Stir, taste, adjust.’’ 
If I didn’t taste, I couldn’t adjust. 

I’d never been religious, but I’d 
always obeyed my elders. My decision 
to become an omnivore was fraught, not 
because it was a religious transgression 
but because it was my fi rst act of self-as-
sertion as a young adult. Nevertheless, 
looking down at my arms, elbow-deep in 
a massive bowl of ground pork and fat the 
fi rst time I was assigned to make sausage 
at work, I silently, half-seriously asked my 
Muslim ancestors to forgive me. 

Then I committed myself. The 
chef who took me under his wing was 
obsessed with charcuterie, so I learned 
the lingo, acquired the paraphernalia 
and memorized the ideal proportions of 
salt to lean to fat. I loved making pasta 
with clams and bits of fennel sausage I’d 
ground myself. I took pleasure in stuffi  ng 
 sausages into delicate casings, wrapping 
them into elegant coils, then skewer-
ing them on rosemary branches to grill 
alongside quail. I spent years perfecting 
the balance of maple, sage and black 
pepper to satisfy my enduring craving 
for breakfast links.

Eventually I left restaurants. I returned 
to my tiny home kitchen, where the mere 
thought of setting up a meat grinder or 
sausage stuff er was enough to turn me 
vegetarian. Finding and preparing cas-
ings, chilling and grinding the meat, 
stuffi  ng and linking the sausages and then 
poking out air bubbles — the process is far 
too elaborate to undertake at home. But 
I’ll never be satisfi ed with store-bought 
sausages either — they never taste right. 

I soon realized I could just ditch all 
the steps involving grinding and casings. 
As most of my favorite uses for sausage 
involve removing the casing and crum-
bling the meat or pressing it into patties, I 
focused on the most important part of the 
process — getting the taste and texture of 
the sausage mixture just right. It’s simple 
enough — just master three variables, and 
you’ll fi nd you can vary the meats and fl a-
vorings endlessly to come up with any 
combinations you like. 

First, use enough fat. In sausage, fat is 
a source of both delightfully porky fl avor 
and a springy texture. Without enough fat, 
sausage will be dry and tasteless. Much to 
the horror of the artisanal charcutiers in 
my life, I don’t bother with grinding my 
own meat anymore. You don’t need to, 
either. Just fi nd a good butcher or gro-
cery-store meat counter. Ask how much 
fat they add to their ground pork. Twenty 
percent by weight is a good ratio, though 
25 doesn’t hurt. If the ground pork avail-
able to you is too lean, ask the butcher to 
replace two ounces or so of the lean meat 
with ground pork belly or bacon.

Next, keep the meat cold. Add in the 
seasonings, and use your hands to work 
everything together quickly and effi  ciently. 
When the discrete ingredients have come 
together into a unifi ed mixture that’s tacky 
enough to stick to your palm, the sausage 
is ready. It’ll now hold together as it cooks, 
forming a light patty instead of breaking 
up into crumbly bits. 

Finally, taste and adjust. Fry up a table-
spoon of the mixture, and taste thought-
fully. Is there enough salt? What about 
the other seasonings? Adjust anything 
that needs adjusting, and then make 
another test patty. When you’re sure all 
the seasonings are in balance, form the 
patties, and cook them off . 

The process is so swift that you can 
reasonably get fresh breakfast sausages 
on the table, maple syrup and all, in the 
time it takes to bake a frittata or make a 
stack of pancakes. Get comfortable with 
the basics, then vary your seasonings and 
meats (though if you use chicken or tur-
key, increase the fat to 30 percent because 
those meats are naturally lean).

Lately I’ve grown lazy and started 
frying my sausage patties in a cast-iron 
pan alongside eggs fried in toast. As the 
maple-and-sage-tinged fat renders out of 
the sausage, the bread thirstily absorbs 
it. Sometimes I’ll even drizzle a tiny bit 

more syrup over the whole thing before 
I sit down to eat, dipping each bite of 
sausage into the runny yolk.

My grandmother recently moved to Cal-
ifornia, and I owe her a visit. I don’t think 
she has ever tasted homemade sausage, and 
I’m curious to hear what she thinks of mine. 
Maybe after she sees how it’s made, she’ll 
have a new story to tell. But probably not.
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IN HER 

DIRECTORIAL 

DEBUT, 

GRETA GERWIG 

HAS CREATED 

A CHARACTER 

RARELY 

SEEN ONSCREEN: 

A YOUNG GIRL 

WHO LOVES 

HERSELF.
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G
reta Gerwig once peed her pants during a 
math test. She was in seventh grade, it was a 
new school, the test was a placement exam and 
she didn’t know the rules. Was she allowed to 
get up? Was it O.K. to raise her hand? While 
she agonized, the girl next to her noticed the 
puddle forming. Gerwig has forgotten this child 
Samari tan’s name, but she will never forget what 
the girl did. She took off  her sweatshirt and 
whispered to Gerwig to tie it around her waist 
and go to the nurse’s offi  ce. Gerwig — terrifi ed, 
humiliated — did as instructed. The next year, 
when Mrs. Jensen, her social-studies teacher, 
asked the class for submissions to a school lit-
erary journal, Gerwig wrote a story about a girl 
who pees her pants in class. Mrs. Jensen loved 
it so much that she hung it on the board.

This, Gerwig explained to me recently, was 
the fi rst inkling she had that she was a Writ-
er-with-a-capital-W. We were having breakfast 
at Cafe Cluny in the West Village to discuss her 
new fi lm, ‘‘Lady Bird,’’ which she directed from a 
script she wrote. I asked her why she submitted 
the pee story to the literary journal. Wasn’t she 
afraid that the other kids would fi nd out what 
had happened? ‘‘I knew in it there was a story 
that was funny and sweet,’’ she said, gesturing 
over her eggs as if she were conducting them. 

That’s Gerwig: one of the few women in Amer-
ica so un-self-conscious, so well adjusted, that 
she was able, as an eighth grader, to look back 
on a recent episode of classroom incontinence 
and turn it into something ‘‘funny and sweet.’’ 
What she fi xates on, telling the story now, is 
the girl who helped her. In Gerwig’s hands, the 
story is not primarily about shame, and it is 
decidedly not about adolescent cruelty or the 
whispers of gossip. It’s a generous, goofy story 
about a pratfall, and a meta-story about making 
a certain kind of art out of life — an art steeped 
in female reciprocity and resilience. 

At 5-foot-9, Gerwig is at once imposing and 
eff ortlessly glamorous, though she has the habit 
of slouching. She had started the morning in a 
dress by the designer Ulla Johnson, but felt as 

if she was ‘‘trying too hard’’ and changed into a 
plain T-shirt and a pair of black silk karate pants 
embroidered with ferns. The overall eff ect was 
that of a slightly disheveled graduate student. 
Around her wrists were three strands of beads. 
She later explained that they were good-luck 
charms from Jacqueline Knowlton, the lead 
makeup artist on ‘‘Lady Bird,’’ and that she had 
been wearing them for more than a year. ‘‘I’m a 
sucker for anyone who tells me, ‘It’s a magical 
stone, and it’s going to keep you safe.’ ’’

Gerwig has acted in 25 fi lms and co-written 
fi ve, but ‘‘Lady Bird,’’ her fi rst solo directorial 
project, is the most unadulterated distillation of 
her sensibility to date. The title character is a 
high-school senior, played with winning natural-
ness by Saoirse Ronan, who lives in Sacramento 
and attends an all-girls Catholic school. She was 
born Christine, but demands to be called by the 
name she has given herself — as if she were a 
pop star, or being constantly confi rmed in the 
faith. The fi lm’s working title was ‘‘Mothers and 
Daughters,’’ and Gerwig is especially attentive 
to Lady Bird’s tempestuous relationship with her 
mother, Marion, played with brilliant, wound-
ed toughness by Laurie Metcalf. Their fi ghts hit 
every note and tempo: nagging, bickering, quar-
relsome, sniping, passive-aggression, shouting, 
screaming, wailing, whispered rage. 

Lady Bird is a delicious and daring weirdo. 
She shows up to audition for the school musical 
with a prepared belter. She runs a long-shot cam-
paign for class president every fall, just because 
she can. Her hair is stringy and dyed. She is sexy 
without being conventionally pretty, and when 
she decides she likes a boy, she writes his name 
in marker on her bedroom wall and pursues him 
boldly. Saying that she ‘‘puts herself out there’’ 
is an understatement. She throws herself over 
every cliff . (At one point, she throws herself out 
of a moving car.) She’s the girl — I’m stealing this 
from Ronan, who told me that she ‘‘admires’’ the 
character — whom you didn’t even know you 
wanted to be. That all this buoyant confi dence 
feels so eff ervescently radical is a testament to 

the humor and intelligence of Gerwig’s script. 
That it is so rare is an indictment of our wom-
an-hating culture, which makes a depiction of a 
smart teenage girl who likes herself and chases 
her desires seem like news.

Gerwig couldn’t have played Lady Bird; she’s 
34. But it’s notable that she didn’t choose to write 
a character she could have played. Perhaps she 
didn’t want to confuse the issue. A female body 
onscreen has a way of obscuring, or distracting 
from, the intelligence off screen. She is already 
well established as an actor — the critic Richard 
Brody has called her ‘‘the most important new 
actor’’ to emerge in the last 10 years of Ameri-
can independent fi lm. What shines through in 
Gerwig’s performances is a quality of radiant 
openness. Jay Duplass, the fi lmmaker and actor 
who directed Gerwig in the 2008 movie ‘‘Bag-
head,’’ described her to me as a ‘‘spazzy genius’’ 
who has ‘‘the courage to let herself unfold in 
front of other people.’’ Think of her toddling 
down the steps behind the Times Square TKTS 
booth in ‘‘Mistress America,’’ issuing a cornball 
greeting to her soon-to-be-stepsister standing 
below: ‘‘Welcome to the Great White Way!’’ And 
the frozen smile on her face, as she continues 
her grand descent, trying awkwardly, antically, 
to hold on to the magic of making an entrance. 

Her smile is of the huge, gum-baring variety. 
She talks with her whole body. She was a live wire 
in Mary Bronstein’s ‘‘Yeast’’ and enchanting in 
Whit Stillman’s ‘‘Damsels in Distress’’ and a little 
out of place in Pablo Larraín’s ‘‘Jackie,’’ where 
all she did was stand around. She needs to be 
moving — galloping down the street or shoving 
somebody through a door or doing a shuff le-ball-
change.  The writer, artist and fi lmmaker Miranda 
July, when I asked her about Gerwig’s physical-
ity, told me, ‘‘She looks very strong, and she can 
either spin that into something that’s grounded 
and familiar and funny or into something that’s 
really quite beautiful and dancerly.’’ She can sing 
and tap too. I’ve heard her compared to Diane 
Keaton, which I’m sure she’d like — for a while as 
a teenager she tried to dress like Annie Hall — but 
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I think of her as a taller Irene Dunne. Except that 
instead of being in movies about love aff airs, 
she is in movies — and making movies — about 
women self-actualizing and paying their bills. 

The check arrived, and I reached for my wal-
let. Gerwig became concerned. ‘‘You can put 
this on The New York Times?’’ she said. ‘‘I just 
always worry.’’ After breakfast, while we were pow-
er-walking through the West Village, I mentioned 
that I had seen that she was doing a voice part in 
Wes Anderson’s forthcoming animated movie, 
‘‘Isle of Dogs.’’ She remarked that Anderson’s 
previous animated fi lm, ‘‘Fantastic Mr. Fox,’’ isn’t 
‘‘really’’ about animals. ‘‘It’s not?’’ I said, which 
prompted the beginnings of an earnest analysis, 
until I cut her off  to explain that I had been kid-
ding. ‘‘Ohhhhh,’’ she said. ‘‘I don’t understand 
sarcasm. I take it seriously!’’ Her T’s are shiny 
and bright, like the ringing of a hand bell.

When Gerwig went out to raise the money for 
‘‘Lady Bird,’’ she noticed something interesting. 
Most of the potential funders she met with were 
men, of course — that’s not the interesting thing. 
It’s men, for the most part, who have the power 
and money to fi nance fi lms. ‘‘What I typically 
found,’’ she said, ‘‘was that if they had daugh-
ters or had been raised with sisters, they under-
stood what it was, and if they didn’t, they kind of 
couldn’t believe that women actually fought like 

that, which was an interesting window into why 
some stories can’t get told. People don’t under-
stand that they’re even a story to tell.’’  

Gerwig has long been interested in how 
women fi ght. ‘‘Frances Ha’’ (2013), the fi lm she 
made with her partner, Noah Baumbach, begins 
with two best friends sparring gleefully in Wash-
ington Square Park. Over the course of the fi lm, 
they fall out in the usual way — very slowly and 
then all at once — but by the end are back in 
each other’s lives, casually, at arm’s length. In 
‘‘Mistress America’’ (2015), which Gerwig and 
Baumbach also made together, a major act of 
betrayal leads to the severing of a bond between 
two women. In ‘‘Lady Bird’’ the fi ghts between 
mother and daughter are constant — at once 
background noise and main event. Every situ-
ation is pretext for a confrontation: underdone 
eggs, a pile of rumpled clothes, a hand reaching 
too quickly for the radio. The question on the 
surface might be What did you do? but the feeling 
underneath is Who are you and why don’t you 
know how to love me? 

The visual style of ‘‘Lady Bird’’ is intentional-
ly unshowy — most shots are framed and still, 
so that attention is focused on the actors and 
the dialogue. Language is what matters. There 
was no improvisation on the set, and the movie 
matches the shooting script ‘‘probably 95 per-
cent.’’ The writer and director Lena Dunham 

told me that what she often admires about 
Gerwig’s dialogue is the contrast between eru-
dition and naturalism — ‘‘In one breath she’ll 
be referencing a superobscure book and also 
utilizing the awkward parlance of our times.’’ 
‘‘Lady Bird’’ does that, too. Gerwig expects her 
audience to be well read enough to get what’s 
funny about a nun referencing Kierkegaard’s 
‘‘love story’’ (Kierkegaard broke off  his engage-
ment) but also to laugh when Lady Bird tells her 
friend that they’re done with ‘‘the learning por-
tion of high school.’’ The rhythm is very quick, 
and much of the humor lies in the way that char-
acters respond to or undercut one another. My 
favorite joke of the movie is when Lady Bird, 
after passing her driver’s test, profusely thanks 
the guy from the D.M.V. ‘‘It’s not a thanking sit-
uation,’’ he says. ‘‘You either pass or you don’t.’’ 

The plot is structured according to the ‘‘rituals’’ 
of senior year — homecoming, prom — which 
Gerwig has said she imagined ‘‘unfolding in a 
series of placed scenes like Stations of the Cross.’’ 
Emotional drama presents itself in the form of 
Lady Bird’s two boyfriends, Danny and Kyle, and 
a rough patch with her best friend, Julie, but the 
big narrative question is where Lady Bird will 
go to college. She longs to go to a private East 
Coast (i.e., outrageously expensive) college; her 
family expects her to stay in state. As it is, they’re 
barely keeping it together, moneywise. Marion 

works double shifts as a psychiat-
ric nurse, and Lady Bird’s father, 
played by Tracy Letts, has lost 
his job. They live in a shabby, 
cramped house that is literally 
on the wrong side of the rail-
road tracks. (Marion and Lady 
Bird’s favorite Sunday-after-
noon activity is dropping in 
at real estate open houses and 
admiring what they cannot have.) 
But ‘‘those East Coast schools’’ 
carry complex symbolic weight 
for Lady Bird: They mean possi-
bility, and glamour, and leaving 
home, and something like self-
worth. The movie doesn’t totally 
endorse her fantasy, but it is a lit-
tle unsettling, in this moment, to 
witness a narrative triumph that 
hinges on a teenager’s assump-
tion of a lifetime of student debt. 

Gerwig wrote ‘‘Lady Bird’’ 
partly as a response to films 
about boys growing up. At the 
New York Film Festival, she asked 
the crowd: ‘‘What is ‘Boyhood,’ 
but for a girl? What is ‘The 400 
Blows,’ but for a girl? What is per-
sonhood for young women?’’ In 
most fi lms, girls exist to be looked 
at. Sometimes they help a male 
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protagonist come to a realization 
about himself. Sometimes they 
die. Gerwig makes Lady Bird the 
one who looks: at boys but also 
houses, magazines, books, clothes 
and at the city of Sacramento. She 
also takes the wind out of a partic-
ular kind of male self-seriousness 
around cultural objects. Toward 
the end of the movie, a very drunk 
Lady Bird is in her dorm room 
with a boy — the kind of boy who 
would invite you to see ‘‘The 400 
Blows’’ on a fi rst date — who is 
fl ipping through her CD case. 
He scoff s that her taste in music 
sucks: All she has are greatest-hits 
albums. ‘‘But they’re the greatest,’’ 
she says. They immediately start 
making out.

As in ‘‘Boyhood,’’ ‘‘Lady Bird’’ 
is remarkable for what doesn’t 
happen. No one dies. No one 
over doses. Confl icts are recon-
ciled. The fi lm is ostensibly about 
a young girl’s ambition, but the 
mood is one of poignant loss. 
‘‘There is a certain vividness in 
worlds that are coming to an 
end,’’ Gerwig wrote in the pro-
duction notes. ‘‘It is something 
beautiful that you never appreci-
ated and ends just as you come to 
understand it.’’ Her characters are always preter-
naturally nostalgic, able to look back on recent 
hurts with the bittersweet regard that it takes 
more rancorous humans a lifetime to achieve. 
She loves Mike Leigh and Éric Rohmer, but the 
movie moment that will always stay with her is 
the end of ‘‘Annie Hall’’: ‘‘When they leave each 
other, and he says it’s just nice knowing her, and 
you’re like, ugh! That’s life!’’

There are no jerks or bullies in ‘‘Lady Bird,’’ no 
one who intentionally manipulates or abuses, no 
one who hates or is hateable, no one who holds 
a grudge. All the characters are doing their best 
— it’s just nice to know them. You can’t accuse 
Gerwig of a lack of seriousness; her conversa-
tion is peppered with references to George Eliot, 
Elena Ferrante, Maggie Nelson, Simone Weil, 
Milton and Kierkegaard. But the way she distrib-
utes sympathy has an undeniably magical eff ect. 
The result is delightful and a little bit romantic 
— delightful, perhaps, because it is romantic, 
showing life as it should be, or could be. 

‘‘I have a deep need to take care of my char-
acters,’’ she said to me at breakfast. ‘‘It’s not that 
I don’t want to go down the dark avenues — I 
want to hold their hands down the dark avenues. 
I want to walk with them while they go there and 
give them the dignity of representing it hon-
estly, and fi nding the thing that is grace-fi lled.’’

Early reviews of ‘‘Lady Bird’’ have referred to 
the fi lm as ‘‘autobiographical.’’ The word irks 
Gerwig. ‘‘I was doing interviews in Toronto,’’ 
she said to me, ‘‘and people would say, ‘Well, it’s 
autobiographical,’ and I’d think: Do you know 
my autobiography? How do you know that this 
is autobiographical? That’s a leap!’’

‘‘Autobiographical’’ can carry a whiff  of dis-
missal, a suggestion that the achievement was 
somehow easier to pull off  because it involved 
less creative eff ort. There are, to be sure, parallels 
to reality: Gerwig is from Sacramento and went 
to an all-girls Catholic school before attending 
a college in New York, Barnard, on scholarships 
and loans. But she wasn’t like Lady Bird as a high-
school student. She followed the rules.

Still, only a person who liked high school 
could have written this movie. And Gerwig 
liked high school. There were the usual cliques 
and hierarchies, but because it was a Catholic 
school, the focus was on being a good citizen 
of the community and using your talents for 
a higher purpose. She refers to the nuns who 
taught her as ‘‘really groovy.’’ She admits to 
‘‘some teenage anger’’ and says that her fi ghts 
with her mother were ‘‘epic,’’ but ‘‘for me, epic 
fi ghting never spelled lack of love.’’ Her eyes 
widened. ‘‘Some of my friends have been, like, 
‘You can really scare the [expletive] out of me,’ 

and I’m like, ‘Oh, no, that’s just me being close!’ ’’
‘‘These are my parents,’’ Gerwig said, holding 

out her phone.
We were in a greenroom at Lincoln Center, 

during the New York Film Festival. Previously 
I had seen Gerwig dressed down in casual set-
tings, carrying a backpack: drinking coff ee on 
a park bench, being shushed at Film Forum for 
talking during a movie. Now she was in busy 
professional mode: Proenza Schouler dress, eye-
liner, fl anked by publicists. On the phone, her 
parents were squinting in sunshine, from what 
looked to be a very nice vacation in San Diego. 

Gerwig is close to her parents. (They 
appeared as Frances’s parents in ‘‘Frances Ha.’’) 
Her mother is a retired OB/GYN nurse and her 
father works in small-business loans for a credit 
union. ‘‘I always felt like they were both artists 
without being artists,’’ she said. At the holidays, 
the house overfl owed with guests. Her father 
plays ‘‘a ton’’ of instruments. Her mother has a 
closet in the hallway where she keeps presents, 
wrapped, for all diff erent ages — just in case 
someone comes over and it’s her birthday.

As a child, Gerwig had a tendency to become 
obsessive — fi rst about ballet, which she had 
to quit (her hips lacked turnout, and her knees 
couldn’t take it), and then about fencing, which 
her mother urged her to put aside, lest she 
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become ‘‘a mono-person.’’ In high school she got 
into theater, and in college she continued acting 
and writing plays. One play she wrote featured 
a seduction scene in which someone breaks a 
jar of mayonnaise onstage. Another one, which 
involved a daughter murdering her mother, was 
written in two weeks’ time, after a group lost 
the rights to perform ‘‘Misery.’’ She always liked 
movies, but it wasn’t until she started renting 
DVDs from the indie video store Kim’s while a 
student at Barnard that she thought of fi lm as 
an art made by directors. ‘‘Beau Travail’’ was the 
movie that helped her truly understand cinema. 
She didn’t realize until she saw Claire Denis’s 
name in the credits that it had been directed 
by a woman. She remembers thinking: That’s a 
job you can have?

After she was rejected from M.F.A. programs 
in playwriting, she began acting in very-low-
budget, independent ‘‘mumblecore’’ films, 
including ‘‘LOL,’’ ‘‘Hannah Takes the Stairs’’ and 
‘‘Nights and Weekends,’’ which she directed with 
Joe Swanberg. In 2010 she broke through to the 
mainstream, when she appeared in Noah Baum-
bach’s ‘‘Greenberg.’’ After ‘‘Greenberg,’’ she and 
Baumbach, who had been married to Jennifer 
Jason Leigh, became a couple, and together they 
wrote two fi lms that Gerwig starred in: ‘‘Fran-
ces Ha’’ and ‘‘Mistress America,’’ which feature 
some unmistakable Gerwigian traits. Their pro-
tagonists are semidelusional female dreamers, 
surrounded by rich people and anxious about 
money, with hearts pure enough to put them 
in a Dostoyevsky novel. But fi lm is a director’s 
medium, and occasionally Gerwig’s work on 
these projects was dismissed by journalists and 
people in the industry. ‘‘Something that used 
to really hurt me is, people would say, ‘Did you 
help write the script?’ And I’d say: ‘I co-wrote 
it. I didn’t ‘‘help’’ to write it,’ ’’ she said. ‘‘It used 
to make my blood rise.’’

Gerwig calls her last 10 years of working in 
fi lm ‘‘my version of my 10,000 hours.’’ When she 
fi nished the writing of ‘‘Lady Bird’’ in 2015, she 
knew she had to direct it herself. ‘‘I thought, 
Yes, there is more to learn, but you are not 
going to keep learning it by not doing it. You 
will only now learn the next part if you go ahead 
and do it.’’

Acting in fi lms under two female directors, 
Rebecca Miller and Mia Hansen-Love, helped 
‘‘shift’’ something in her. She recalls a conver-
sation with Hansen-Love, who had been in two 
fi lms directed by her partner, Olivier Assayas. 
‘‘She had worked at Cahiers du Cinéma,’’ Gerwig 
says. ‘‘She said that the other young male writ-
ers there treated her dismissively because they 
thought of her as Olivier’s girlfriend, who got 
there because she was his girlfriend, and how 
they changed when she had her fi rst movie at 
Cannes, when she was in her 20s. All of a sudden 
they looked at her like they’d never seen her 

before. I hung onto that story. All those little 
pieces I put in my pocket. I think I needed these 
little signs.’’

Several years ago, Gerwig was at Miranda July’s 
house. It was early in their friendship (and 
before Gerwig’s turn as a punk photographer 
in ‘‘20th Century Women,’’ which was directed 
by Mike Mills, July’s husband). On her way out, 
July off ered her a pair of shoes: Rachel Comey 
loafers that didn’t quite suit July. Not long after, 
Rebecca Miller, who was directing her in the 
romantic comedy ‘‘Maggie’s Plan,’’ handed over 
a pair of ‘‘sturdy English shoes that you can see 
women wearing who were on their way to work 
in the ’30s.’’ The meaning wasn’t lost on Gerwig. 
‘‘I thought, If I wrote this into a movie, people 
would think it was too obvious of a symbol,’’ she 
says. ‘‘I was literally given shoes by two female 
directors. And it felt like, if you’re looking for a 
sign, there you go!’’ The shoes acquired talisman-
ic powers. She wore them to the ‘‘Lady Bird’’ set 
whenever she needed an extra boost.  

Movie sets have not historically been com-
fortable environments for women. Less than a 
month has passed since the publication of the 
articles in The New York Times and The New 
Yorker claiming sexual abuse of women by the 
Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein. That 
Gerwig is a confi dent young woman making 
movies about confi dent young women feels 
especially meaningful right now. It is not mere-
ly Gerwig’s being a woman that feels relevant 
but her directorial style. She extends the same 

protective impulse to her cast that she does to 
her characters, saying that the job of a direc-
tor is to ‘‘hold the perimeter’’ of ‘‘a bubble of 
magic safety’’ so that actors can play. I spoke 
with several actors from ‘‘Lady Bird,’’ as well as 
with Sam Levy, the cinematographer, and heard 
again and again how cared-for, and safe, they 
felt on Gerwig’s set. She ran rehearsals at her 
apartment and conscripted the cast into awk-
ward dance parties (a trick cribbed from Mills). 
She encouraged the actors to have secrets from 
her — things they knew about their characters 
that she didn’t. 

‘‘I trusted her completely,’’ says Metcalf, who 
adds that she relied on Gerwig to help her under-
stand the character of Marion. ‘‘On the page it 
could just be like a nonstop aggression. But she 
taught me what the character was covering up.’’ 

‘‘I wanted Marion to secretly be the main 
character,’’ Gerwig told me. ‘‘I kind of wanted 
her to take over the movie.’’ 

The history of mothers on fi lm is one lit-
tered with angels and witches. Marion is nei-
ther. She’s tender and loving but doesn’t know 
how to express it; she is often impatient, can be 
nasty and aggressive and doesn’t support Lady 
Bird in the way she wants to be supported. (We 
might call this good mothering, in that she is 
helping Lady Bird to separate from home.) She 
doesn’t exactly take over the movie — the fi lm 
ends on a shot of Lady Bird, alone, on a New 
York street, with Marion left behind — but she 
does center it. There is one scene in particular 
that is a kind of anchor. It shows Marion at her 
sewing machine, fi xing a dress that Lady Bird 
will wear to a fancy Thanksgiving dinner at her 
boyfriend’s grandmother’s mansion. Marion 
would prefer that Lady Bird spend Thanksgiving 
at home, but she’s helping her anyway, fi rst by 
shopping with her at the thrift store, and now 
by mending the dress.  

The shot is framed squarely, in dim lighting, 
with Metcalf looking drab and dour in the cen-
ter. It is very brief, a few seconds long, and silent, 
except for the wild thrum of the needle. It’s Ger-
wig’s homage to ‘‘Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du 
Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles,’’ Chantal Akerman’s 
classic 1975 drama of a three-day unraveling, con-
sisting mostly of shots of a woman doing repeated 
household chores. Gerwig told the audience at the 
New York Film Festival that she was moved by a 
remark that Akerman once made about the impor-
tance of seeing images of housework on fi lm. ‘‘We 
value watching a woman get raped more than we 
value her making dinner,’’ Gerwig said, incredu-
lity and disgust mixing in her voice. If there are 
Lady Birds in the world, it is only because there 
are Marions — mothers, and foremothers — who 
brought them up. Lady Bird will put on the dress 
and wear it out and think nothing of it. But we saw 
the care Marion took, late at night and all alone, to 
alter, ever so slightly, what was possible.�  
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n Nov. 9, 2016, about 12 hours after 
Hillary Clinton conceded defeat to 
Donald Trump, Nancy Pelosi, the 
House minority leader, convened 

a conference call with her fellow House Demo-
crats. Most of them were still back home in 
their respective districts and still in shock. Not 
only would Trump be president, but the Senate 
remained in G.O.P. control, and — despite rosy 
predictions from Pelosi and her  party’s pollsters 
— so did the House. 

Several members on the call later told me 
they expected their leader to off er some show of 
contrition, an inventory of mistakes made or, at 
minimum, an acknowledgment that responsibil-
ity for the previous night’s disaster began at the 
top. Already, Trump’s sweep of what had for years 
been Democratic strongholds in the Rust Belt 
had led to a fast-congealing belief that the party 
had lost touch with white working-class voters. 

But Pelosi sounded downright peppy on the 
call, noting a few vulnerable House seats that 
the Democrats had managed to hang onto. 
As for those working-class voters, ‘‘To say we 
don’t care about them is hard to believe,’’ Pelosi 
insisted, according to a transcript of the call I 
obtained. ‘‘I have to take issue and say I don’t 
think anybody was unaware of the anger.’’ The 
Democrats weren’t out of touch, she said. They 
just hadn’t made their case clearly enough to 
voters — or as she put it, ‘‘We have to get out 
there and say it in a diff erent way.’’

‘‘It reminded me of that scene at the end of ‘Ani-
mal House,’ where Kevin Bacon is standing in the 
middle of all this chaos, screaming: ‘Remain calm! 
All is well!’ ’’ Scott Peters, a congressman from 
California who was on the call, told me. ‘‘After 
telling us before that we were going to pick up 
20 seats, and we end up with six, underlaid with 
Clinton losing, I had no use for that kind of happy 
talk.’’ During and after Pelosi’s monologue, Demo-
cratic representatives who were listening texted 
and called one another incredulously, but Peters 
was one of the few who spoke up on the line. ‘‘I 
think we’re missing something,’’ he told Pelosi. 
‘‘We’re just not hearing what’s on people’s minds.’’ 

The discontent was palpable enough that two 
days after the conference call, Pelosi announced 

that leadership elections would be taking place 
less than a week later — leaving little time for a 
revolt to build, which some members I spoke to 
suspected was the point. By that time, one of Pelo-
si’s House allies, Doris Matsui of California, had 
already sent out an email to all the women in the 
Democratic House caucus, urging them to sign 
on to a letter of support for Pelosi as leader. Three 
second-term Democrats — Seth Moulton of Mas-
sachusetts, Kathleen Rice of New York and Ruben 
Gallego of Arizona — wrote to Pelosi, urging her 
to delay the elections. Rice would later tell her 
colleagues in a closed-door meeting, according 
to notes that were taken by a participant: ‘‘Look, I 
know from losing the state attorney general race 
in 2010: Losing sucks. But you have to get up the 
next day and take responsibility for it, take a hard 
look at every decision your team made, fi gure out 
what went wrong and learn from it.’’

Pelosi eventually acquiesced and rescheduled 
the election for Nov. 30. In the end, her only 
opponent was Tim Ryan, a young congressman 
and former high school quarterback star from 
Ohio’s 13th District, the ailing industrial region 
surrounding Youngstown and Akron. Ryan 
off ered a splash-of-cold-water speech just before 
the vote: ‘‘We got wiped out,’’ he said, according 
to a recording of his remarks. ‘‘We’re toxic in the 
Midwest, and we’re toxic in the South.’’

Pelosi won easily, but fully a third of the Demo-
cratic caucus voted against their leader, and Ryan’s 
insurrection seemed to have left a mark: After the 
election, three well-liked and nonrebellious mem-
bers — Cheri Bustos of Illinois, Hakeem Jeff ries 
of New York and David Cicilline of Rhode Island 
— were chosen by the caucus to help manage the 
rebranding of the party. The three of them spent 
the fi rst half of 2017 dutifully interviewing nearly 
every member of the caucus and conducting more 
than a dozen listening sessions with authors, poll-
sters and former Obama cabinet secretaries. They 
hosted a dinner at which the party’s various fac-
tions — the Progressive Caucus, the Black Caucus, 
the Hispanic Caucus, the conservative Blue Dogs 
and the New Democrats, among others — mingled 
as if meeting for the fi rst time. 

In late July, Pelosi, Bustos, Jeff ries and Cicilline 
stood on a stage with six other Democrats under 

a wiltingly hot  summer sky in the city park of 
Berryville, Va. — a town of 4,306 residents in a 
purple district within easy driving distance of 
Washington — and unveiled their new agenda, 
titled ‘‘A Better Deal: Better Jobs, Better Wages, 
Better Future.’’ The phrase, which had been 
poll-tested by the Democratic Congressional 
Campaign Committee, was an intentional echo 
of F.D.R.’s New Deal — and, less intentionally, of 
a Papa John’s pizza slogan. But its biggest debt 
was to the author of ‘‘The Art of the Deal,’’ and 
to his crimson-jowled populism. 

‘‘A Better Deal’’ called for retraining in Amer-
ica’s fading manufacturing sector, renegotiating 
trade deals, raising the minimum wage to $15 
an hour and fi ghting the corporate consolida-
tion that had aff ected the prices of everything 
from eyeglasses to beer. None of the 10 speakers 
invoked President Barack Obama. In fact, one of 
the key provisions in ‘‘A Better Deal’’ — renegoti-
ating drug prices for Medicare recipients — was 
an implicit rebuke of the former president, who 
had agreed with the pharmaceutical industry to 
freeze Medicare drug prices in exchange for its 
support of the Aff ordable Care Act.

But even before the rollout, Pelosi diminished 
the substance of ‘‘A Better Deal’’ in an interview 
with The Washington Post, clarifying that it was 
not ‘‘a course correction, but it’s a presentation 
correction.’’ A Quinnipiac poll in August found 
that only 33 percent of Democrats and 12 percent 
of independents had a favorable opinion of the 
new Democratic agenda. The self-consciousness 
of the rebranding, one congressman mused to 
me at the time, ‘‘seems like what you would do 
in a diff erent era.’’ 

There was a stiff -jointedness  to the whole spec-
tacle, a sense of the Democrats’ trying to regain 
the use of muscles they had let atrophy over the 
previous eight years. Obama, after all, used to 
make this sort of thing look easy. Confl ating the 
American story with his own — ‘‘This is who we 
are’’ — the president conveyed, even in policy 
irresolution, an unshakable sense of his and Amer-
ica’s place in the world. ‘‘I love the guy, I miss him,’’ 
Scott Peters said of Obama. ‘‘But organizationally, 
the party is in disarray. We’re at the lowest level 
of elected offi  ceholders since Hoover. We got a 

a Democratic Party struggling to find an identity and a future without him — and to reconnect with voters in time for the 2018 elections.                     
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bit lazy and found ourselves relying on Barack 
Obama’s charisma, and it left us in bad shape.’’  

arring seismic developments, the 
G.O.P. is still likely to control both 
the White House and the Senate 
until at least January 2021. But nine 

months into Trump’s presidency, the chances of 
the Democrats’ retaking the House are much 
better. Multiple polls in recent months have 
shown generic Democratic candidates beating 
generic Republicans by as many as 15 points 
— a spread that, in past elections, correlated 
with winning more than enough seats for the 
Demo crats to gain a House majority next year. 
And if they do, the consequences will be enor-
mous. A Democrat-controlled House in 2019 
would very likely derail the Republican legis-
lative agenda. It could also conceivably set the 
stage for impeachment proceedings against the 
president — a move that many Democrats have 
openly proposed for months now.

But the Democrats’ path back from the wil-
derness is not a short one. No president since 
Ronald Reagan has won the presidency as con-
vincingly, twice over, as Obama did — but those 
victories papered over an extraordinary decline 
in his party that became suddenly unignorable 
on Nov. 9, 2016. The Democratic National Com-
mittee today is an understaff ed, demoralized 
bureaucracy. It has raised less than half of what 
its Republican counterpart has taken in so far 
this year. (Other party organizations — the 
Demo cratic Congressional Campaign Commit-
tee and the Democratic Senatorial Campaign 
Committee — are faring better.)

Democratic presidents have generally been 
less than attentive to the fi nancial and elector-
al health of their party, during and after their 
presidencies. The Northwestern political-sci-
ence professor Daniel J. Galvin writes in his 
2010 book, ‘‘Presidential Party Building,’’ that 
since John F. Kennedy, each of them ‘‘neglected, 
exploited or undercut his party’s organizational 
capacities.’’ Galvin found that this maltreatment 
was because such presidents had operated with 
‘‘deep and durable majorities’’ in Congress. After 

the Democrats lost theirs in 1994, President Bill 
Clinton awakened to the virtues of party-build-
ing. Galvin predicted that Obama would most 
likely have suffi  cient reason to do the same.

Instead, Obama was every bit as indiff erent as 
his predecessors. After he took offi  ce, his cam-
paign’s formidable grass-roots organization, 
rechristened Organizing for America, became 
what some party leaders complained was a 
‘‘shadow organization’’ that drained resources 
from the D.N.C. while championing the pres-
ident rather than the Democratic Party as a 
whole. The president did not have anywhere 
near the kind of close relationship with the last 
D.N.C. chairwoman, Debbie Wasserman Schultz, 
that George W. Bush had with the Republican 
National Committee chairmen Ed Gillespie and 
Ken Mehlman. 

In 2012, Obama’s campaign chose not to con-
tribute any money to the D.S.C.C. during that 
cycle — and then, emerging from its victory 
that year with a $20 million debt, the campaign 
promptly off loaded it onto the D.N.C. In early 
2014, Obama assured Senate Democrats that 
keeping the Senate majority was his ‘‘No. 1 pri-
ority.’’ Months passed without any further action. 
Finally, two months before the midterms, Obama 
informed Harry Reid by phone that he was autho-
rizing a $5 million transfer of D.N.C. funds to 
Senate election eff orts. Reid tersely replied, ‘‘It 
shouldn’t have been this hard.’’

Few of the Obama campaigns’ innovations 
have meaningfully outlasted his presidency. 
Their once-pioneering digital-organizing oper-
ation, for example, went largely to ground in 
2016, while the party failed to fully grasp even the 
basics, like the usefulness of digital advertising. 
‘‘What I can tell you,’’ says Representative Sean 
Patrick Maloney, who oversaw an analysis of the 
party’s shortcomings in the last election cycle, 
‘‘is that our candidates and their staff  told us that 
the Republicans did much better digitally than 
we did. And they spent more than us on digital.’’ 
(Teddy Goff , Obama’s former digital director, 
says: ‘‘I sincerely wish the technology built in the 
two Obama campaigns had been put to better 
use for 2016 and races down the ballot.’’) 

State Democratic Party leaders complain about 

O.F.A. — rebranded again recently as Organiz-
ing for Action — hoarding campaign resources to 
little end. And Priorities USA, the extravagantly 
funded  super PAC that was started to support 
Obama’s 2012 campaign, never built the kind of 
entrenched ground-level presence maintained by 
its analogues on the right. In contrast, Americans 
for Prosperity, the conservative network fi nanced 
by David and Charles Koch, spent the Obama 
years establishing a network of more than three 
million activists in 36 states and mobilizing them 
to protest against Obamacare, environmental 
regulations and tax increases — becoming what 
the group’s president, Tim Phillips, described to 
me as ‘‘a state-based long-game organization that 
would always be there.’’ The current chairman 
of Priorities USA, Guy Cecil, acknowledges the 
disparity: ‘‘Most of our activities, most of our 
structures, are built around individual fi ghts, or 
individual candidates, or individual organiza-
tions, and I think that’s put us at a disadvantage.’’

Organizational and technological lapses do 
not fully account for the Democratic Party’s tra-
vails. ‘‘All that stuff  is like the fi eld-goal team,’’ the 
Obama strategist David Axelrod told me. ‘‘None 
of it will help you if you haven’t already moved 
80 yards down the fi eld. Being technologically 
profi cient wouldn’t have saved Obama if he didn’t 
also have a consistent, compelling message.’’ 

But that message had grown threadbare by 
2016. No longer was it suffi  cient to campaign on 
hope and change, or even on the president’s suc-
cessful eff orts in 2009 to stave off  a deep recession. 
The uneven economic recovery raised questions 
about the party’s obliviousness to the impunity of 
Wall Street and the gap between the megawealthy 
and everyone else. Hakeem Jeff ries, the New York 
congressman who was an author of ‘‘A Better 
Deal,’’ admits, ‘‘We developed a blind spot for the 
economic challenges that still remained unmet.’’

By the end of Obama’s presidency, the Demo-
cratic Party had lost nearly a thousand seats in 
state legislatures across America. It had forfeited 
its majority in both the House and the Senate. A 
mere 16 of the nation’s 50 governors were Demo-
crats — and that number dwindled to 15 in August, 
when Jim Justice of West Virginia announced 
with a grinning Donald Trump at his side that 
he, too, had decided to become a Republican. 

A few days after the election, Ian Russell quit 
his job as the deputy executive director of the 
D.C.C.C. and cashed in his frequent-fl ier miles 
on a trip to Ireland. He watched Trump’s swear-
ing-in on his phone in a Dublin pub over a pint 
of Guinness, and then a few more. The following 
morning, he threw his bags in a rental car and 
began a sort of weeklong post-traumatic odys-
sey, rambling westward to the coast. 

Russell, now 33, had spent the past six years at 
the D.C.C.C. trying to help the Democrats regain 
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the House majority that they lost to the Republi-
cans in the 2010 midterm election. During every 
election cycle, political journalists and donors 
would fi le into one of the drab conference rooms 
inside the D.N.C. headquarters near the Capi-
tol and watch as D.C.C.C. offi  cials like Russell 
unveiled maps and polling data in support of 
the claim that this election cycle — unlike the 
last one — was going to break for the Democrats. 
Each time, Russell maybe half-believed it. 

But election night left him reeling. It wasn’t just 
that Trump had upset Clinton — including in Rus-
sell’s home state, Michigan — or that the Democrats 
emerged 24 seats short of a House majority. What 
gnawed at him was a fear that Trump might actually 
win over Democratic voters more lastingly. Benton 
Harbor, a few miles down the road from Russell’s 
hometown in the western part of the state, lost its 
last Whirlpool manufacturing facility years ago. 
The childhood friends of his who remained in the 
area had renounced the Democrats and were now 
Trump voters. ‘‘Trump could transform American 
politics,’’ he remembers thinking at the time. ‘‘He 
could truly scramble things.’’

But Russell’s fears of a unifying, postpartisan 
pragmatist in chief swiftly proved unjustifi ed. 
Rather than focusing on jobs and infrastructure 
projects, Trump immediately set in motion an 
attempt to repeal Obamacare and ordered a travel 
ban on citizens of seven Muslim-majority coun-
tries, which was met with demonstrations at air-
ports across the country. On Jan. 30, the nonpar-
tisan Hill analyst Stuart Rothenberg published a 
column headlined ‘‘Trump’s Fast Start Likely Puts 
the House in Play in 2018.’’ Rothenberg reasoned 
that overly aggressive new presidents tended to 
be judged harshly by the electorate in the middle 
of their fi rst term. ‘‘The House map favors Repub-
licans, but the midterm dynamic could well prove 
more powerful,’’ he wrote, listing 20 Republican 
seats — out of 24 the Democrats would need to 
fl ip the House — that, if typical midterm election 
patterns held, would most likely be imperiled. 
‘‘Nothing is yet guaranteed, but don’t be surprised 
if the House is up for grabs in the fall of 2018.’’

Late on his last evening in Ireland, Russell 
was drinking a fi nal Guinness and listening to 
a passable folk band at the Palace Bar in Dublin 
while halfheartedly scrolling through the news 
back home on his phone when he came across 
Rothenberg’s column. He read through to the 
end with an accelerating heartbeat. It seemed 
big news to him that Rothenberg, a dispassion-
ate prognosticator, had confi dently issued such a 
prediction just 10 days into Trump’s presidency. 

Back in Washington, Russell joined a relative-
ly new political media consulting fi rm, Beacon 
Media, and started hunting for prospective 2018 
House candidates. In early March, he traveled 
to California’s Orange County — historically a 
G.O.P. stronghold, though its wealthy population 

included growing numbers of Asian-Americans 
who tended to vote Democratic. In Irvine he met 
with Dave Min, a wry 41-year-old law professor 
who had worked on the Hill as a senior policy 
adviser to Chuck Schumer, the Democratic Sen-
ate minority leader, and at the liberal think tank 
Center for American Progress. 

Min, the father of three young children, had 
never considered running for political offi  ce 
before. But he was also a son of Korean immi-
grants and was appalled by the Trump administra-
tion’s attempts to ban Muslims from entering the 
United States. The incumbent congresswoman 
of California’s 45th District, Mimi Walters, was a 
little-known two-term Republican who had never 
faced serious opposition. She had won by nearly 
18 points in 2016, but Clinton beat Trump in the 
district by more than fi ve points. A strong anti-
Trump sentiment in 2018 could work to Min’s 
benefi t. In April, he told Russell that he was in.

Russell then traveled to the Illinois suburbs just 
west of Chicago. Like California’s 45th District, the 
Sixth District of Illinois had been reliably Republi-
can for decades. But Clinton beat Trump there by 
seven points, and already its six-term congress-
man, Peter Roskam, was avoiding public appear-
ances lest he be called upon to answer for the 
president. The progressive women’s group Emi-
ly’s List had referred Russell to Kelly Mazeski, a 
longtime public servant on local boards and com-
missions who had already decided to challenge 
Roskam. Mazeski was a breast-cancer survivor 
whose platform, she told me recently, was ‘‘health 
care, health care, health care.’’ Russell helped Maz-
eski time her announcement for May 4, the day 
Roskam and his fellow House Republicans voted 
for a bill to repeal and replace Obamacare.

Scores of candidates were announcing their 
intentions in terrain recently considered inhospi-
table to Democrats: West Virginia, Texas, Kansas. 
Some aspirants Russell met lacked the talent to 
match their enthusiasm. Others were hot proper-
ty and elected to go with one of Beacon Media’s 
competitors. But by Labor Day, Russell and his 
fi rm had picked up 10 Democratic challengers. 
Among them were a few beguiling dark horses, 
like a 46-year-old physician and former Y.M.C.A. 
national health offi  cer from Portage, Mich., named 
Matt Longjohn. Undeterred by his lack of polit-
ical experience, Longjohn was challenging Fred 
Upton, a Republican who had represented Mich-
igan’s Sixth District for three decades. 

Russell himself grew up in the Sixth District 
and cast his fi rst ballot as a registered voter 
against Upton in 2002. Back then, the incum-
bent seemed invincible. But now, after leading 
the committee that wrote the legislation seeking 
to eviscerate Obamacare, Upton was avoiding 
town halls and any other public events.

Still, when I met Russell recently, his opti-
mism was tempered by previous electoral 

disappointments. The Democratic Party now has 
more candidates than it can support, and next 
spring is likely to be a season of what national 
Democratic offi  cials tactfully refer to as ‘‘messy 
primaries.’’ And even with Trump as a foil, Rus-
sell’s candidates were struggling to make a case 
for themselves. ‘‘Right now it’s such a target-rich 
environment for us,’’ he told me. But ‘‘we’re hav-
ing trouble explaining why we’re the heroes and 
the Republicans are the villains. At some point, 
our narrative will have to become more coherent 
than it is now.’’

n pursuit of the 24 seats Democrats 
need to win the House, the D.C.C.C. 
intends to target 80 Republican-held 
districts — a dozen more than the 

party went after in its 2006 bonanza year, when it 
captured a majority after gaining 31 seats. Many 
of next year’s seem to be fanciful propositions, 
or strategic plays designed to force the G.O.P. 
to spend resources where it would rather not. 
In other cases, the D.C.C.C. is counting districts 
held by controversial Republicans — Chris Col-
lins of New York, with his aggressive advocacy 
of a biotech fi rm in which he held substantial 
investments; Duncan D. Hunter of California, 
with the possibility of a federal indictment for 
supposed campaign fund malfeasances hanging 
over his head — who nonetheless appear safe, at 
least for the moment. But four Republican rep-
resentatives in potential swing districts — Ileana 
Ros-Lehtinen, Dave Reichert, Charlie Dent and 
Pat Tiberi — have already announced their retire-
ment in advance of 2018, and more are expected 
to follow before the end of the year.

Only three times in the last century (during the 
Great Depression, after Bill Clinton’s impeach-
ment and after the Sept. 11 attacks) has a presi-
dent’s party not suff ered electoral losses midway 
into his fi rst term. Those losses — an average of 32 
House seats in each such midterm since 1862 — 
increase to 36 when the president’s approval rat-
ing is under 50. President Trump’s polling average 
has never once exceeded a favorability rating of 
48 percent, and it now hovers at about 37 percent.

‘‘I think the best thing the Democrats can 
do,’’ Zac Petkanas, formerly the director of rapid 
response for the Clinton campaign, told me, ‘‘is 
fi nd as many people with a pulse, with a D next to 
their names, in as many districts as possible, and 
run on Obamacare and standing up to Trump.’’ 
But so much of the politics, and political mood, 
of Trump’s presidency is off  the map of previous 
experience that other Democrats have seemed 
at times at a loss for how to respond. What to 
make of the late August NBC poll, for instance, 
that showed Democrats being viewed unfavor-
ably by 54 percent of those surveyed, which was 
better than Republicans (61) and Trump (61), but 
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also Pelosi (64)? Was that good news or bad news? 
And what about the D.C.C.C. focus groups and 
polls yielding the conclusion that voters broadly 
dislike Trump but are also put off  by candidates 
who profess to be ‘‘standing up to Trump,’’ on 
the grounds that such resistance will 
only guarantee more dysfunction in 
Washington? 

Republicans are hopeful that, 
Trump being the exception to 
almost every political rule, the 
historical trends of wave elections 
will also not apply to him. ‘‘Clinton 
came up against a wave in 1994 because he had 
campaigned as a centrist but then led with gays 
in the military and Hillarycare,’’ Karl Rove, the 
former senior adviser to President George W. 
Bush, told me. ‘‘The 2006 election was a wave 
because Republicans were defending the Iraq 
war and crippled by a late-breaking ethics scan-
dal. Democrats faced a wave in 2010 because of 

Obamacare. So it’s been issues that have driv-
en wave elections. This time around, I think it’s 
more a personal antagonism to Trump. And the 
question is, how critical will that be in shaping 
the attitudes of swing voters?’’ 

But by Rove’s own analysis, two 
of the last three wave elections were 
triggered by health care policies that 
did not approach the deep unpop-
ularity of the G.O.P.’s attempts this 
year to repeal or otherwise roll back 
Obamacare. And Trump’s base can-
not be counted on to prevent a wave 

in 2018, because a key constituency — less-edu-
cated white voters — is a group that tends not to 
show up during midterms. They may have even 
less motivation to do so next year, considering 
Trump’s periodic denunciations of the Republi-
can lawmakers who will need their votes. 

But in four special elections to fi ll seats vacated 
by House Republican incumbents this year, the 

Democrats fell short — and in the case of Geor-
gia’s Jon Ossoff , lost by four points even after 
raising an unheard-of $23 million. His was the 
most expensive House race ever, and the fact 
that Democratic donors spent so heavily on a loss 
may help explain why the party’s fund-raising has 
diminished since then. The Democrats’ base — 
young and nonwhite voters — is no better than 
Trump’s at showing up for midterm elections and 
is unhelpfully clustered in urban districts. Many 
suburban and rural districts were artfully gerry-
mandered by Republican state legislators after 
the 2010 census and have proved impenetrable 
since then; they aren’t likely to change hands 
without a healthy number of recent Republican 
voters being persuaded to vote Democratic.

There is also a less quantifi able problem, the 
one that vexed Pelosi’s team in the months after 
the election: the Democratic Party’s chronic diffi  -
culty explaining just what it stands for. ‘‘There’s a 
deep worldview among conservative intellectuals 
that moved its way through a fear of fascism in the 
1940s, through think tanks and campaigns and the 
California tax revolt of the 1970s,’’ Felicia Wong, 
president of the progressive Roosevelt Institute, 
says. ‘‘And basically the Democrats don’t have 
that. The New Deal was one thing, and the Great 
Society was another thing. The party never fully 
recognized that Jim Crow and segregation were 
economic decisions. That left Democrats with an 
incoherent economic argument. The result is that 
they lack a historical vocabulary.’’

Questions about the interplay of race and 
economics, of course, aren’t just historical after 
the 2016 election — as much as politicians and 
operatives might want them to be. Plenty of pro-
gressives hold the view, as the MSNBC host Joy 
Ann Reid has argued on Twitter, that white work-
ing-class voters ‘‘resent the changes that racial 
and religious multiculturalism have brought to 
societies where people like them have been the 
majority.’’ But a former colleague of Reid’s at 
MSNBC, Krystal Ball, now president of the Peo-
ple’s House Project — which seeks to elect Demo-
cratic congressional candidates in G.O.P. districts 
— insists that the primary motivation of these 
voters is economic. ‘‘People who are holding onto 
their livelihoods by their fi ngernails thought that 
at least Trump gave a crap,’’ she says. ‘‘Maybe it 
was a pack of lies he was selling them, but at least 
he didn’t hold them in contempt. And frankly 
there’s a lot of contempt from certain corners 
of our party. And a billion dollars’ worth of ads 
saying we’re not elitists won’t change that.’’

Early on the morning of July 27, a group of House 
Democrats held a private gathering in the Capitol 
basement with a special guest: Rahm Emanuel, 
the Chicago mayor and former Obama chief of 
staff , who over a decade ago, when he was an Illi-
nois congressman, served as 
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Clockwise from top 

left: The congressional 

candidates Randy 

Bryce, Kelly Mazeski, 

Jared Golden, Dave 

Min, Boyd Melson 

and Matt Longjohn.
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THE ADS THAT KNOW EVERYTHING

Facebook is so good at ‘microtargeting’ that many e-commerce start-ups barely even bother 

advertising anywhere else — a shift with frightening implications for companies and consumers alike.

By Burt Helm / Illustration by Pablo Delcan
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 o one would mistake Ben Cogan and Jesse 
Horwitz for ‘‘brogrammers,’’ the jockish male 
coders swaggering across the tech landscape. 
Nor are they hustlers, the relentlessly outgoing 
types who quit their jobs to gamble on auda-
cious ventures. They are two bookish friends, 
ages 27 and 29, who until recently lived across 
the street from each other on the Upper West 
Side of Manhattan. Horwitz worked for Colum-
bia University’s endowment fund; Cogan had 
a job analyzing consumer behavior. Their hob-
bies are quiet. Cogan dreams of earning a Ph.D. 
in philosophy someday — ‘‘after all this is said 
and done,’’ he says. Horwitz enjoys tracking 
various aspects of his life in Excel spreadsheets: 
restaurants visited, books read, jogs taken. 
Scrolling through those fi les, he says, fi lls him 
with a sort of data- based nostalgia. For years, 
the two men met for dinner every week or so, 
where talk often turned to business ideas. Spit- 
balling plans for start-ups became their equiv-
alent of fantasy football. 

One night in the summer of 2015, over Sich-
uan at Han Dynasty on 85th Street, Cogan asked 
Horwitz for advice about his latest notion: sell-
ing contact lenses online. The contacts busi-
ness was dominated by a handful of companies 
like Johnson & Johnson and Bausch & Lomb, 
which seemed to charge whatever they wanted 
— at least in Cogan’s view, based on the price 
increases for his own lenses. Surely a low-cost 
competitor could tempt away customers. Cogan 
pulled his laptop from his bag and opened it at 
the table in the middle of dinner, pushing aside 
plates of dumplings and scallion pancakes. He 
had two plans to show Horwitz. They could sell a 
cheap disposable lens to doctors. Or they could 
mimic Cogan’s employer, a wildly successful 
start-up called Harry’s. 

By late 2015, Harry’s, which sold safety razors 
and shaving cream, was in the vanguard of upstart 
online retailers known as direct- to- consumer 
companies. The business model works like this: 
Firms sell only their own products, only through 
their own websites. By cutting out retailers and 
distributors, they can charge less for their special-
ty products than entrenched competitors. That 
year, Casper, then a direct- to- consumer mattress 

and bedding seller, was reported to be on track 
to exceed $100 million in sales in its second year 
of business. Dollar Shave Club, another seller of 
razors, had reached $152 million in revenue. Warby 
Parker, the eyeglasses purveyor that many credit 
with pioneering this business model in 2010, had 
recently closed an investment round that report-
edly valued the company at $1.2 billion. Venture 
capitalists — convinced that consumers would 
increasingly patronize specialty online retailers 
as they grew more comfortable shopping online 
— were pouring money into direct- to- consumer 
start-ups, more than $2 billion over the past four 
years, according to CB Insights. 

Horwitz, by now bored in his job, pushed 
Cogan to keep pursuing his idea and volunteered 
to help him do research. ‘‘It’s hard to intellectual-
ize whether an idea is good or not,’’ Horwitz says. 
‘‘You have to just start doing it and see.’’ 

By February 2016, after many nights and 
weekends of emailing Asian manufacturers 
and reading up on Food and Drug Adminis-
tration compliance, the vision of a viable busi-
ness was coming into focus. The pair had found 
an F.D.A.- approved manufacturer in Asia and 
fi gured out how to meet the necessary regula-
tions. Still, Cogan was reluctant. He had been 
accepted to Wharton and had even put down 
a deposit. He believed that was the smarter 
option. At best, the contact- lens business would 
become a side project. 

Before shelving their venture, they decid-
ed to try one more tack. They recruited two 
friends: Paul Rodgers, a buddy of Horwitz’s 
from Columbia who knew how to write com-
puter code, and Dan Rosen, a friend of Cogan’s 
from Bronx Science who was handy with Adobe 
Photoshop and Illustrator. Together the four 
built what is known in the world of online retail-
ing as a demand experiment. The technique, 
credited to Harry’s founders (who give away its 
basic code), amounts to a two-page website. The 
fi rst page explained the concept of a monthly 
subscription for contacts and asked those who 
were interested to submit their email address-
es. Visitors who did so were taken to a second 
page and were made an off er: Share this referral 
code with friends, and if enough of them sign 
up, you’ll get free contacts.

They posted a link to their site on the walls of 
about 40 Facebook friends. Within a few days, 
not only had their own friends signed up, but 
friends of friends of friends had, too — some 
2,000 people in all. Some of those distant con-
nections were even evangelizing the company 
on their own Facebook walls. ‘‘It went mini- 
viral,’’ Cogan says. 

He and Horwitz applied to tech incubators — 
organizations that invest in and coach young com-
panies in exchange for minority stakes — using the 
demand experiment as one slide in their 16-page 

PowerPoint presentation. They pitched a few ven-
ture capitalists based in New York as well. They 
decided that if they were admitted to an incubator, 
they would work on the project full time. If not, 
Cogan would go to Wharton. By April, they had 
not only been called back for interviews with fi ve 
incubators; venture funds were also off ering to 
invest a total of $3.5 million in their idea. 

Cogan dropped his Wharton plans. He and 
Horwitz ordered 50,000 contact lenses and, with 
Rosen as creative director and Rodgers as chief 
technology offi  cer, began working out of their 
investors’ offi  ces, stacking boxes and boxes of 
lenses along the walls by their desks. They even-
tually named their enterprise Hubble, after the 
orbiting telescope that can see into deep space. 

Facebook helped them succeed with their 
demand test; now it would generate their first 
sales. During the summer of 2016, a friend of 
one of Hubble’s prospective investors, a start-
up veteran named Joshua Liberson, recom-
mended that the founders try a new type of 
Facebook advertising called Lead Ads. No out-
side website was needed: Would-be customers 
simply clicked a button on the ad to submit 
their email addresses, directly from Facebook. 
Hubble directed its ads to ZIP codes in New 
York and Chicago, where they had already 
signed up optometrists willing to write pre-
scriptions. After people clicked the ads, Hor-
witz emailed them to coordinate appointments 
and take their orders. 

When Hubble’s online store opened offi  cially 
on Nov. 1, 2016, Cogan and Horwitz knew how to 
run a Facebook advertising campaign, and they 
were confi dent it would continue to generate sales. 
They planned to spend the additional $3.7 million 
they raised almost entirely on Facebook ads. 

IN 2017, EVERYONE seems to be wondering: Is 
Facebook taking over the world? Most of us now 
realize that the social network has become far 
more than a repository for selfi es and political 
rants of its more than two billion users. To ad 
sellers, Facebook is now a gluttonous monster, 
which, along with Google, is gobbling up the 
digital advertising business in the United States; 
according to Pivotal Research Group, the two 
companies controlled 70 percent of the market 
and most of the growth in 2016. From the per-
spective of American intelligence agencies, Face-
book is practically a weapon, used by a company 
linked to the Kremlin to foment extremism and 
infl uence the 2016 presidential election with at 
least $100,000 worth of targeted ads. For those 
with privacy concerns, Facebook plays the role 
of Big Brother, compiling ever more data on what 
we like, what we post and what we buy and even 
tracking where we are both online and in the 
physical world by tapping into the GPS locator 
on our phones. 
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In considering Facebook’s far- reaching infl u-
ence, it’s worth keeping in mind the perspective 
of the more than fi ve million advertisers whose 
money is fi nancing the social network’s rampant 
growth. For them, Facebook and Instagram, 
which the company also owns, are the stuff  of 
fantasy — grand bazaars on a scale never seen 
before. By advertising directly in users’ news 
feeds, companies can, at any time of day, target 
potential customers at moments when they are 
often bored and open to novelty. What better 
time to hear a product pitch? 

‘‘Facebook created the world’s greatest info-
mercial,’’ says Roger McNamee, a founder of Ele-
vation Partners, who invested early in Facebook 
but has since become critical of the company’s 
infl uence. ‘‘It’s really inexpensive to produce 
ads and unbelievably inexpensive to reach 
exactly the market that you’re looking for.’’ As 
a result, Facebook has become especially lucra-
tive for companies trying to sell new products 
online. The leaders of more than half a dozen 
new online retailers all told me they spent the 
greatest portion of their ad money on Facebook 
and Instagram.

‘‘In the start- up- industrial complex, it’s like 
a systematic transfer of money’’ from venture- 
capital fi rms to start-ups to Facebook, says Char-
lie Mulligan, the founder of BrewPublik, which 

uses a ‘‘Beergorithm’’ to deliver personalized 
selections of craft beers to customers every 
month. At 500 Startups, the tech incubator based 
in Silicon Valley that funded BrewPublik, Face-
book advertising is a topic covered in classes. In 
fact, social- network advertising is an assumed 
prerequisite for anyone studying marketing at a 
tech incubator these days — or at any business 
school across the country. ‘‘There is a formula for 
this stuff ,’’ Mulligan says. ‘‘And the reason why 
there is a formula is because it works.’’ 

The process is easy, cheap and eff ective. With 
a few hundred dollars and a morning’s eff ort, 
an entrepreneur can place his or her ads before 

social- media users that same afternoon. Compa-
nies unsure which ads are best can upload a hand-
ful of them and let Facebook’s artifi cial- intelligence 
software test their effi  cacy. If they don’t know who 
should see their ads, they can embed code on their 
websites that enables Facebook to monitor the 
traffi  c and then show ads to recent visitors. Or 
companies can send the email addresses of their 
existing customers to Facebook, and it will locate 
their Facebook accounts and put ads in front of 
so- called Lookalikes, users who like and click on 
the same things that your proven fan base does. 
It’s all about as straightforward as setting up an 
online dating profi le. Steph Korey, a  founder of 
Away, a luggage company based in New York that 
opened in 2015, says that when the company was 
starting, it made $5 for every $1 it spent on Face-
book Lookalike ads.

The ease of opening a business on Facebook 
has in turn spawned a wild proliferation of spe-
cialty digital sellers that depend on the social 
network’s algorithm to fi nd their early custom-
ers. Many of them follow the same playbook 
and even share a similar aesthetic. They spend 
money on traditional public relations, on spon-
sored links that appear next to Google search 
results and on ‘‘infl uencer’’ marketing, or giving 
away their product to people with large social- 
media followings, in hopes of creating buzz. 

Then they buy ads on Facebook and Instagram. 
Inevitably you will encounter them there: They 
feature a sleek photograph or a video loop of a 
product — a wood- handled water fi lter, woolen 
shoes, an electric toothbrush. At the top, in bold, 
the company’s name appears, often ringing with 
the same friendly, typically two- syllable whimsy. 
Soma. Allbirds. Goby.

‘‘Sometimes we’ll look at each other and say, 
‘God, there are just so many of them,’ ’’ says Ellie 
Wheeler, a partner at the venture fund Greycroft 
Partners, which invested in Hubble last year. Her 
fi rm has also taken ownership stakes in Thrive 
Market, which sells health foods; Plated, a meal- kit 

 delivery service; Trunk Club, which mails a box of 
clothes to its customers; and Eloquii, a fast- fashion 
retailer specializing in plus sizes. 

While not all of these companies and others 
like them will survive, plenty are encroaching on 
established brands, which are taking the threat 
seriously. In July 2016, Unilever, the European 
consumer- products conglomerate, acquired Dol-
lar Shave Club for a reported $1 billion. In June, 
Walmart agreed to buy Bonobos, an internet- 
based apparel brand, for $310 million. Companies 
that sell products exclusively online continue to 
grow faster than any other type of retailer in the 
United States — some 17 percent annually since 
2011, more than six times the rate of retail over 
all, according to Euromonitor International. 

And Facebook has even been taking steps 
to infl uence off line sales, in order to bring tra-
ditional retailers into its orbit. In September, 
the social network introduced a tool that lets 
businesses with physical stores show ads to 
shoppers and their Lookalikes even if they visit 
the store but don’t buy anything. Day by day, 
Facebook is extending its reach further and fur-
ther into the American marketplace.

ONE AFTERNOON IN March, I watched as Rosen 
selected three new ads from an extensive photo 
shoot the week before, his third in four months. 

Rosen resembled a sleep- deprived new parent — 
mussed hair, dull gaze. He spoke in a monotone. 
He attributed his fatigue, I would learn later, to 
Facebook’s artifi cial- intelligence software that 
placed Hubble’s ads. Rosen and his colleagues 
simply referred to it as ‘‘the algorithm.’’

The basic building block of Facebook adver-
tising is an ad set. It consists of the ads them-
selves and choices in three other categories: 
audience, goal and budget. That day, Rosen was 
designing a set to reach an audience of people 
on Instagram who had visited  hubblecontacts
.com in the past 30 days. His goal was ‘‘con-
versions,’’ or persuading users who had seen 
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the company’s ad to make a purchase. Finally, 
he set a budget of $1,000 per day. He uploaded 
the three images. Now they were ready to be 
tested, to see if any of them were winners in 
the eyes of users and the algorithm. 

What happened at 8 a.m. the next morning, 
when the ad set became active, was complex — 
and far removed from human sight. Just before 
Facebook places an advertisement in a user’s 
feed, it holds a sort of instantaneous auction to 
determine which advertiser gets the space. The 
amount of each advertiser’s bid is infl uenced by 
its budget size, of course, but the algorithm also 
weighs what it knows about the company, the 
ad and the individual Facebook user. Seeking to 
act like an intuitive matchmaker, the algorithm 
draws inferences from personal interests, cur-
rent online behavior, the user’s potential value 
to each advertiser and the ad’s general appeal. 
Sometimes the winner is the advertiser that 
off ered Facebook the most money. Sometimes 
the algorithm decides you are more likely to 
click a diff erent ad and awards the space to 
that advertiser for less money. 

This detailed handicapping process involves 
thousands of advertisers per auction. Millions of 
auctions take place every minute as users across 
Facebook load their feeds. The process is never 
the same twice. The algorithm is constantly learn-

ing, using past results to inform how it weighs 
bids in the next auction. The intent, Facebook 
says, is to maximize value for everybody: to pair 
the advertiser with its likeliest customers, and to 
show ads that users want to see. And, of course, 
to make money for Facebook.

But from Rosen’s perspective, nothing much 
had happened before he ambled into the offi  ce 
a little after 10 a.m. Facebook had spent a grand 
total of $1.86 on his ads. It had shown the fi rst 
ad to 51 people, the second to 45 and the third 
to only two. The fi rst ad had been clicked once. 
Rosen, unperturbed, poured himself a cup of cof-
fee from the single- serve machine. The algorithm 

takes a little while to get warmed up, he said. ‘‘In 
an hour, it’ll get exciting.’’ 

Twenty minutes later, Rosen refreshed his 
browser. The Ads Manager window displayed 
the latest numbers: Rosen could see only the 
results, not the process that produced them, 
but it seemed as if the click had inspired the 
algorithm to favor the fi rst ad. During those 
20 minutes, the fi rst ad appeared before 76 
more people — that is, it won 76 more auctions 
than the other two ads. Over the next hour, 
the algorithm showed the fi rst ad, which fea-
tured a photo of colorful Hubble boxes against 
a blue background, to more and more users; 
the algorithm had begun to favor it, apparently. 
As Rosen refreshed his browser, the sensation 
was like watching a seed sprout. The ad got 
more views. Some led to clicks. And eventually, 
sometime between 11:28 a.m. and 11:53 a.m., 
one of those clicks led to the test’s fi rst sale. 
Commerce was in bloom. 

The moment felt odd. Obviously there was sci-
ence behind the scenes; the algorithm was a set 
of rules written by Facebook engineers. But from 
where Rosen sat, the operation might as well have 
been run by the Holy Spirit. Facebook’s artifi cial- 
intelligence algorithm had wound its way through 
the server farms, reached out among two billion 
users, found an individual and showed her a Hub-

ble ad on Instagram — and she used her credit card 
to buy a subscription for contact lenses.

In quick succession, the first ad generated 
two more sales. The algorithm started increas-
ing how much it bid on Hubble’s behalf, thus 
winning even more auctions for ad space and 
spending more of Hubble’s money on it — first 
$1 a minute, then $2 a minute, then more than 
$3. By 2 p.m., Facebook’s A.I. had charged 
Hubble $306.50 to put that ad in front of 9,684 
users. The second ad, after an outlay of $8.03, 
had been all but abandoned. And the third ad 
was hardly given a chance: Since 8 a.m., it had 
appeared before only 30 people. 

‘‘No idea why,’’ Rosen said, shaking his head. 
Rosen could see all sorts of data arranged in 
neat rows on Facebook’s Ads Manager program: 
the number of views, clicks, sales and the aver-
age cost, in advertising, of acquiring each new 
customer. But none of the metrics at Rosen’s 
fi ngertips could resolve a fundamental mystery: 
why the algorithm behaved as it did, why it pre-
ferred some ads over others and why the third 
ad got little attention whatsoever. 

The morning’s ads were incredibly similar: 
‘‘hubblecontacts,’’ the company’s Instagram 
handle, appeared at the top, above pictures 
of boxes in peach, blue, yellow and green. The 
only diff erences were that the fi rst ad showed 
the boxes of contact lenses lined up against a 
blue background; in the second and third ads, 
they were set against a split pink-and-blue back-
ground and were arranged diagonally in the sec-
ond and scattershot in the third. But they were 
all just boxes! Did Instagram users really prefer 
contact- lens ads with strict rows of boxes or 
blue backgrounds? Had rules been written into 
the algorithm favoring orderly arrangements? 
(The Hubble team knew Facebook favored cer-
tain aesthetics.) To what extent was the day’s 
outcome, apparently set in motion when the fi rst 
ad happened to get that fi rst click in the morn-
ing, actually random? Rosen could only guess. 

ADVERTISING HAS ALWAYS been an uncertain busi-
ness. No one has ever known why, exactly, some 
people respond to an ad in a newspaper or a 
spot on TV, much less why specifi c individuals 
decide to buy products when they do. (The oldest 
cliché in the ad world, usually attributed to the 
department- store magnate John Wanamaker: 
‘‘Half my advertising is wasted. The trouble is, I 
don’t know which half.’’) But to make money in 
advertising, you don’t have to be all- knowing; 
your ads simply need to work better than those 
of a competitor. To this end, advertisers inev-
itably pursue some combination of two major 
approaches. They test and refi ne their messages, R
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trying to craft one as effi  cient and targeted as 
possible (junk- mailers of preapproved credit- 
card off ers, for example). Or they showboat, 
putting on a huge spectacle that’s sure to attract 
someone (Super Bowl advertisers).

In the early 2010s, direct- to- consumer com-
panies showboated. But lacking the money for 
big TV ad campaigns, they relied instead on old- 
fashioned public relations, panache and luck. 
Warby Parker hired a public- relations fi rm to 
pitch its concept to Vogue and GQ and debuted 
its website on the same day issues reached sub-
scribers. It also held an event featuring bespec-
tacled models at the New York Public Library 
during Fashion Week. Dollar Shave Club fi rst suc-
ceeded on account of the exquisite timing, both 
commercial and comedic, of its founder, Michael 
Dubin. He made a funny, low- budget video intro-
ducing his company, then uploaded it to YouTube 
on the same day TechCrunch reported Dollar 
Shave Club’s fi rst round of venture funding. 
Within days, after some immediate attention at 
the South by Southwest festival in Austin, Tex., 
Dubin had three million views online. 

Facebook’s sales pitch — putting the right ad in 
front of the right person, thanks to the wonders 
of data technology — isn’t exactly new. As far back 
as 1964, William Allan, a business editor for The 
Pittsburgh Press, reported that in the near future, 
‘‘computers will tell businessmen which half of 
their advertising budgets are being wasted.’’ Thirty 
years later, The Economist described an eff ort to 
take advantage of American Express’s transaction-
al records: ‘‘Powerful data- crunching computers 
known as massive parallel processors, equipped 
with neural- network software (which searches, like 
the human brain, for patterns in a mass of data), 
hold out a vision of marketing nirvana.’’ Companies 
like Acxiom, Experian and Datalogix have been 
off ering similar data- mining services to direct mar-
keters for years. What sets Facebook (and Google) 
apart are scale and sophistication.

A recent study by a Princeton professor, 
Arvind Narayanan, and a doctoral candidate, 
Steven Englehardt, provides a sense of how 
thoroughly the two online giants monitor user 
behavior. In early 2016, they examined the top 
one million websites in the world, using special 
bots they developed to scour them for tracking 
mechanisms. Google had trackers on 76 percent 
of these sites, Facebook on 23 percent of them. 
(Twitter, in third place, had trackers on just over 
12 percent of the sites.) The tech giants can exam-
ine all this data looking for patterns and then 
match them back to prospective customers.

What also sets Facebook and Google apart 
from their direct- marketing forebears is that 
they give access to everyday advertisers. Any-
one with a credit card can go online and test 
ads on Facebook’s platform, one of the most 
sophisticated direct- marketing operations ever. 

But while average people can use the machine, 
there’s still a lot of mystery about how it works. 
The methods and calculations of the algorithm 
— why it ends up pushing some ads and not 
others — are all hidden. 

Almost as soon as they began, Rosen, Horwitz 
and the others at Hubble became determined to 
fathom the algorithm’s secrets — to fi gure out why 
some ads succeeded and others didn’t. Soon they 

were trading hypotheses with other entrepre-
neurs, cribbing ideas from other companies’ ads 
and taking a formal approach to testing, rooted 
in the scientifi c method. They uploaded ads with 
identical images but diff erent wordings, for exam-
ple. The Hubble team wound up concluding all 
sorts of things. Ads with third- party endorsements 
— from GQ, say, or BuzzFeed — beat those with 
their own slogans. Ads featuring close-ups of the 
Hubble boxes outperformed those with human 
models. Ads that included a button that said ‘‘Shop 
Now’’ or ‘‘Learn More’’ fared worse than an ad 
with no button at all; viewers simply preferred to 
click anywhere on the picture to go to the website. 

But even as the Hubble team gleaned more 
about what yielded successful Facebook ads, 
the algorithm could be unpredictable, almost 
moody. If you kept loading the same ads into 
the same ad set every day, they stopped per-
forming as well. The founders fi gured at fi rst 
that users were tiring of the same ads. But actu-
al viewer numbers revealed that practically no 
individual user had seen any ad more than once. 
The algorithm itself seemed to grow bored. At 
night, meanwhile, the algorithm spent lots of 
money and rarely found customers. The Hubble 
executives started shrinking the budgets at 11 
p.m., which they called ‘‘putting the algorithm to 
bed.’’ The algorithm could also be impulsive and 
streaky — some days it might go on a sudden 
jag, blowing a thousand dollars in a few hours 
with nothing to show for it. At any time, any 
one of the 15 diff erent ad sets might go haywire. 
Rosen found himself checking the Ads Manag-
er compulsively on his laptop and his iPhone. 
(Facebook off ers an iOS app for advertisers.) ‘‘It 
occupies my brain constantly,’’ he says. ‘‘It’s that 
feeling of ‘Did you leave the oven on?’ ’’ 

One night we went to a standup- comedy 
night Rosen hosted at a bar called Muchmore’s 
in Brooklyn. (For the past four years, he has 
moonlighted as a comedian.) But while the 

other comics were onstage, Rosen was on the 
Ads Manager the whole time. ‘‘Who cares about 
jokes?’’ he quipped afterward.

Eager for help, Rosen sought guidance from a 
former Facebook employee named Faheem Sid-
diqi, who now runs his own marketing agency. 
Hubble’s sales representative at Facebook told 
him that Siddiqi had fi gured out the best ways 
to optimize Facebook advertising campaigns. 

But it turned out that Siddiqi and his employees 
checked the Ads Manager even more compul-
sively than Rosen — every half-hour, for up to 
16 hours a day. When I asked Siddiqi to share 
his tips for managing Facebook ads, he replied, 
‘‘Step 1 is meditation.’’ 

‘‘It’s like a baby,’’ Jesse Horwitz told me. ‘‘If you 
go more than half an hour without checking in on 
it, it’s probably dead.’’ (Horwitz, who is married, 
does not yet have children.) 

MIDDLEMEN — creative agencies, media planners, 
publishers — have long ruled the advertising busi-
ness. Yet until recently they have not been as omni-
present, opaque and inhuman as Facebook. The 
social giant now dictates, more fully and precisely 
than ever before, which ads we see and who sees 
which ads. Some of the implications of this are 
amusing, others troubling.

In my house, the strange new world of adver-
tising announced itself in the form of a water 
pitcher. The Soma  6-Cup Pitcher is a paragon of 
Brooklynite beauty: folksy oak handle, sleek min-
imalist reservoir, fi lter cones made out of coco-
nut shells (or something). I had never heard of it 
before my wife ordered one online. Plenty of my 
friends hadn’t, either. When our visitors opened 
the fridge, half of them were like me: Soma igno-
rant. The other half knew the brand immediately: 
Hey! You got a Soma? They had seen the pitcher on 
Facebook, on Instagram, all over the place. What 
was a familiar brand to some was totally unknown 
to me and others. We had been divvied up. It’s 
something I’ve noticed again and again: I see an 
ad for Aaptiv, a running app; my wife sees ads for a 
furniture website called Article that I’ve still never 
visited. Just as Facebook steers conservative and 
liberal talking points to users who already share 
those perspectives, we’re being sorted into com-
mercial bubbles as well. 

Recently ProPublica, the investigative- journalism 
nonprofi t, showed how bad 
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(Continued on Page 55)
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 as a shadow 70 miles wide was traveling 
across the United States, turning day 
briefl y to night and millions of Americans 
into watchers of the skies, the British clas-
sicist Emily Wilson, a woman of 45 prone 
to energetic explanations and un-self-con-
scious laughter, was leading me through a 
line of Ancient Greek. ‘‘Polytropos,’’ Wilson 
said, in her deep, buoyant voice, pointing 
to the fi fth word —   πολυτροπον — of the 
12,110-line epic poem that I had come to 
her offi  ce at the University of Pennsylva-
nia to discuss. On the wall hung pictures 
of Wilson’s three young daughters; the 

windows behind her framed a gray sky that, as I arrived, was just begin-
ning to dim. The poem lying open before us was Homer’s ‘‘Odyssey,’’ the 
second-oldest text, after his earlier poem, the ‘‘Iliad,’’ in a Western tradition 
impossible to imagine without them. 

 Since the ‘‘Odyssey’’ fi rst appeared in English, around 1615, in George 
Chapman’s translation, the story of the Greek warrior-king Odysseus’s 
ill-fated 10-year attempt to return home from the war in Troy to Ithaca 
and his wife, Penelope, has prompted some 60 English translations, at 
an accelerating pace, half of them in the last 100 years and a dozen in the 
last two decades.  Wilson, whose own translation appears this week, has 
produced the fi rst English rendering of the poem by a woman.

‘‘One of the things I struggled with,’’ Wilson continued, sounding more 
exhilarated than frustrated as she began to unpack ‘‘polytropos,’’ the fi rst 
description we get of Odysseus, ‘‘is of course this whole question of whether 
he is passive — the ‘much turning’ or ‘much turned’ — right? This was —’’

‘‘Treat me,’’ I interrupted, ‘‘as if I don’t know Greek,’’ as, in fact, I do not. 
‘‘The prefi x poly,’’ Wilson said, laughing, ‘‘means ‘many’ or ‘multiple.’ 

Tropos means ‘turn.’ ‘Many’ or ‘multiple’ could suggest that he’s much 
turned, as if he is the one who has been put in the situation of having 
been to Troy, and back, and all around, gods and goddesses and monsters 
turning him off  the straight course that, ideally, he’d like to be on. Or, it 
could be that he’s this untrustworthy kind of guy who is always going to 
get out of any situation by turning it to his advantage. It could be that 
he’s the turner.’’ 

As Wilson spoke, I recalled a little formula by the American critic Guy 
Davenport about the diff erence between Homer’s two poems: ‘‘The ‘Iliad’ 
is a poem about force; the ‘Odyssey’ is a poem about the triumph of the 
mind over force.’’  Wilson was parsing the nature of that triumph, embedded 
in the poem’s very fi rst adjective, a diff erence in mind that would make 
for a diff erence in Odysseus’s nature, both as a warrior and as a husband. 

‘‘So the question,’’ Wilson continued, ‘‘of whether he’s the turned or the 
turner: I played around with that a lot in terms of how much should I be 
explicit about going for one versus the other. I remember that being one 
of the big questions I had to start off  with.’’

That there could still be big questions about a nearly-three-milleniums-old 
poem that most everyone has heard of — it has exerted an infl uence on writ-
ers, from Virgil to Milton to Joyce — has everything to do with how Wilson 
is seeking to redefi ne the job of modern literary scholarship, an ambition 
that seems, in part, an inheritance.  Born in 1971 in Oxford, England, Wilson 
comes from a long line of academics on her mother’s side. Her mother, 
Katherine Duncan-Jones, a Shakespeare specialist, taught English literature 
at Oxford; her mother’s brother, Roman history at Cambridge; her mother’s 
father, ‘‘a disappointed philosopher’’ — disappointed because, though he 
went to Cambridge, he couldn’t get a job there — taught at Birmingham; 
and her mother’s mother, Elsie Duncan-Jones, also at Birmingham, was an 
authority on the poetry of Andrew Marvell.  

That inheritance was as much literary as it was a matter of temperament. 
Her mother’s experience as a female academic, Wilson said, over lunch the 
next day at a noisy bistro, ‘‘was tied up with her colleagues in Somerville,’’ 
the women’s college where she taught. ‘‘The older colleagues were mostly 
childless women and had this whole sort of anger — anger and also refus-
al to understand that there might be extra demands on my mom’s time, 
because she had children.’’ Wilson’s mother and another colleague took 
matters into their own hands. ‘‘It was revolutionary,’’ Wilson tells me, with 
uncomplicated pride, ‘‘and it was resented: I was the founding member of 
the Somerville crèche. She and another female colleague who had a child 
who was the same age as me organized this day care, fi rst in my house and 
then it moved to this building near Somerville College.’’ 

Mostly, Wilson recalls a quiet, almost somber childhood with her younger 
sister, the writer Bee Wilson, and her father, the prolifi c biographer, novelist 
and critic A. N. Wilson. ‘‘There was a lot of silence,’’ Wilson says. ‘‘As a kid I 
was just aware of unhappiness, and aware of these things that weren’t ever 
being articulated, but the sense that nobody is going to be saying what they 
feel or encouraging anyone else to say what they feel. If you’re unhappy, 
all you can do is go to your room and cry silently.’’ Her parents divorced 
shortly before she went to college.

In school, Wilson was shy but accomplished. She liked French but 
was in terror of talking in class. ‘‘The potential shame of pronouncing 
a French word wrong was pretty inhibiting,’’ Wilson said, laughing. ‘‘It’s 
very easy to pronounce a French word wrong.’’ But with Latin, Wilson 
found an instant home. She loved the systematization of it, the reams 
of things to memorize and to get right. ‘‘You have all this information, 
and you can regurgitate, in the sense that you can strategize to translate 
an English sentence or a Latin sentence. You can do it all in writing. 
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You don’t have to have beautiful Latin pronunciation. It took away a 
whole level of shame.’’

As an undergraduate at Balliol College, Oxford, Wilson studied classics 
and philosophy. Though her education there, she says, off ered her a strong 
introduction to literary study, it wasn’t lost on her that none of her pro-
fessors were women. ‘‘There was an awareness of it being sort of a boys’ 
club. Just the fact of never having a female teacher, but it’s a diff erence to 
how you feel when you don’t have any mentors who don’t even know what 
it would be like. I never had a female mentor in classics.’’ Still, the appeal 
of classics as a discipline was profound, particularly the way that Greek 
drama presented great emotional tumult. ‘‘I had a childhood where it was 
very hard to name feelings, and just the fact that tragedy as a genre is very 
good at naming feelings. It’s all going to be talked out. I love that about it.’’ 

Although Wilson was undecided on a direction after taking her under-
graduate degree — she had thoughts of doing law — she ultimately chose 
to do further studies  in English literature at Oxford while she fi gured her 
way forward, rereading some of her favorite books, particularly Milton’s 
‘‘Paradise Lost.’’ Emerging with a sense that the writers she appreciated 
most were in dialogue with antiquity, Wilson pursued a Ph.D. in classics and 
comparative literature at Yale. Wilson knew that if she was ‘‘being smart,’’ 
she ought to focus on something understudied, like Plutarch. ‘‘I loved 
Plutarch, but I didn’t love him as deeply as I loved Sophocles, Euripides, 
Milton. I just felt like I wanted to spend a little bit longer with Euripides.’’

Dedicated to her grandmother Elsie, Wilson’s fi rst book, ‘‘Mocked With 
Death,’’ grew out of her dissertation and was published in 2004. It looks at 
the way mortality was imagined, in the tragic tradition, by Milton, Shake-
speare, Seneca, Sophocles and Euripides. Rigorous in its readings, Wilson’s 
study is also frequently touching. It is about the broadest of human inheri-
tances: our constant awareness of all that we will lose, are losing, have lost.

‘‘If you’re going to admit that stories matter,’’ Wilson told me, ‘‘then it 
matters how we tell them, and that exists on the level of microscopic word 
choice, as well as on the level of which story are you going to pick to start 
off  with, and then, what exactly is that story? The whole question of ‘What 
is that story?’ is going to depend on the language, the words that you use.’’

Throughout her translation of the ‘‘Odyssey,’’ Wilson has made small 
but, it turns out, radical changes to the way many key scenes of the epic 
are presented — ‘‘radical’’ in that, in 400 years of versions of the poem, no 
translator has made the kinds of alterations Wilson has, changes that go to 
truing a text that, as she says, has through translation accumulated distor-
tions that aff ect the way even scholars who read Greek discuss the original. 
These changes seem, at each turn, to ask us to appreciate the gravity of the 
events that are unfolding, the human cost of diff erences of mind. 

The fi rst of these changes is in the very fi rst line. You might be inclined 
to suppose that, over the course of nearly half a millennium, we must 
have reached a consensus on the English equivalent for an old Greek 
word, polytropos. But to consult Wilson’s 60 some predecessors, living 
and dead, is to fi nd that consensus has been hard to come by. Chapman 
starts things off , in his version, with ‘‘many a way/Wound with his wis-
dom’’; John Ogilby counters with the terser ‘‘prudent’’; Thomas Hobbes 
evades the word, just calling Odysseus ‘‘the man.’’ Quite a range, and 
we’ve barely started. There’s Alexander Pope’s ‘‘for wisdom’s various arts 
renown’d’’; William Cowper’s ‘‘For shrewdness famed/And genius versa-
tile’’; H. F. Cary’s ‘‘crafty’’; William Sotheby’s ‘‘by long experience tried’’; 
Theodore Buckley’s ‘‘full of resources’’; Henry Alford’s ‘‘much-versed’’; 
Philip Worsley’s ‘‘that hero’’; the Rev. John Giles’s ‘‘of many fortunes’’; T. S. 
Norgate’s ‘‘of many a turn’’; George Musgrave’s ‘‘tost to and fro by fate’’; 
the Rev. Lovelace Bigge-Wither’s ‘‘many-sided-man’’; George Edgington’s 
‘‘deep’’; William Cullen Bryant’s ‘‘sagacious’’; Roscoe Mongan’s ‘‘skilled 
in expedients’’; Samuel Henry Butcher and Andrew Lang’s ‘‘so ready at 
need’’; Arthur Way’s ‘‘of craft-renown’’; George Palmer’s ‘‘adventurous’’; 

William Morris’s ‘‘shifty’’; Samuel Butler’s ‘‘ingenious’’; Henry Cotter-
ill’s ‘‘so wary and wise’’; Augustus Murray’s ‘‘of many devices’’; Francis 
Caulfeild’s ‘‘restless’’; Robert Hiller’s ‘‘clever’’; Herbert Bates’s ‘‘of many 
changes’’; T. E. Lawrence’s ‘‘various-minded’’; William Henry Denham 
Rouse’s ‘‘never at a loss’’; Richmond Lattimore’s ‘‘of many ways’’; Robert 
Fitzgerald’s ‘‘skilled in all ways of contending’’; Albert Cook’s ‘‘of many 
turns’’; Walter Shewring’s ‘‘of wide-ranging spirit’’; Allen Mandelbaum’s ‘‘of 
many wiles’’; Robert Fagles’s ‘‘of twists and turns’’; all the way to Stanley 
Lombardo’s ‘‘cunning.’’ 

Of the 60 or so answers to the polytropos question to date, the 36 given 
above couldn’t be less uniform (the two dozen I omit repeat, with minor 
variations, earlier solutions); what unites them is that their translators large-
ly ignore the ambiguity built into the word they’re translating. Most opt 
for straightforward assertions of Odysseus’s nature, descriptions running 
from the positive (crafty, sagacious, versatile) to the negative (shifty, rest-
less, cunning). Only Norgate (‘‘of many a turn’’) and Cook (‘‘of many turns’’) 
preserve the Greek roots as Wilson describes them — poly (‘‘many’’), tropos 
(‘‘turn’’) — answers that, if you produced them as a student of classics, 
much of whose education is spent translating Greek and Latin and being 
marked correct or incorrect based on your knowledge of the dictionary 
defi nitions, would earn you an A. But to the modern English reader who 
does not know Greek, does ‘‘a man of many turns’’ suggest the doubleness 
of the original word — a man who is either supremely in control of his life 
or who has lost control of it? Of the existing translations, it seems to me 
that none get across to a reader without Greek the open question that, in 
fact, is the opening question of the ‘‘Odyssey,’’ one embedded in the fi fth 
word in its fi rst line: What sort of man is Odysseus?  

‘‘I wanted there to be a sense,’’ Wilson told me, that ‘‘maybe there is some-
thing wrong with this guy. You want to have a sense of anxiety about this 
character, and that there are going to be layers we see unfolded. We don’t 
quite know what the layers are yet. So I wanted the reader to be told: be on 
the lookout for a text that’s not going to be interpretively straightforward.’’

Here is how Wilson’s ‘‘Odyssey’’ begins. Her fi fth word is also her solution 
to the Greek poem’s fi fth word — to polytropos:

 
Tell me about a complicated man. 
Muse, tell me how he wandered and was lost 
when he had wrecked the holy town of Troy, 
and where he went, and who he met, the pain 
he suff ered in the storms at sea, and how 
he worked to save his life and bring his men 
back home. He failed to keep them safe; poor fools, 
they ate the Sun God’s cattle, and the god 
kept them from home. Now goddess, child of Zeus, 
tell the old story for our modern times. 
Find the beginning.
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When I fi rst read these lines early this summer in The Paris Review, 
which published an excerpt, I was fl oored. I’d never read an ‘‘Odyssey’’ 
that sounded like this. It had such directness, the lines feeling not as if 
they were being fed into iambic pentameter because of some strategic 
decision but because the meter was a natural mode for its speaker. The 
subtle sewing through of the fi ttingly wavelike W-words in the fi rst half 
(‘‘wandered . . . wrecked . . . where . . . worked’’) and the stormy S-words that 
knit together the second half, marrying the waves to the storm in which 
this man will suff er, made the terse injunctions to the muse that frame this 
prologue to the poem (‘‘Tell me about . . .’’ and ‘‘Find the beginning’’) seem 
as if they might actually answer the puzzle posed by Homer’s polytropos 
and Odysseus’s complicated nature. 

Complicated: the brilliance of Wilson’s choice is, in part, its seeming 
straightforwardness. But no less than that of polytropos, the etymology 
of ‘‘complicated’’ is revealing. From the Latin verb complicare, it means 
‘‘to fold together.’’ No, we don’t think of that root when we call someone 
complicated, but it’s what we mean: that they’re compound, several things 
folded into one, diffi  cult to unravel, pull apart, understand.

‘‘It feels,’’ I told Wilson, ‘‘with your choice of ‘complicated,’ that you 
planted a fl ag.’’

‘‘It is a fl ag,’’ she said.
‘‘It says, ‘Guess what?’ — ’’
‘‘ ‘ — this is diff erent.’ ’’

Although translation might seem a natural step for a scholar preoccupied 
by the connections between antiquity and later texts, Wilson was dissuaded 
from pursuing it. ‘‘My colleagues told me: ‘You really shouldn’t be doing 
that kind of thing before tenure. Before tenure you have to write, you know, 
the right kind of book’ ’’ — the right kind being one on a subject that your 
discipline has yet to exhaust. Wilson did write a range of books before 
tenure, most on canonical texts: her study of suff ering and death in liter-
ature; a monograph on Socrates. But, not heeding her colleagues’ advice, 
she began to translate Greek and Roman tragedies. A selection of Seneca’s 
plays appeared in 2010; four plays by Euripides in 2016. Both projects were 
outgrowths of her old desire to ‘‘spend a little bit longer’’ with these authors.

I asked Wilson why translation isn’t valued in the academy. 
‘‘Because there is no perception that it’s serious intellectually. It’s imag-

ined as a subset of outreach. That you’re going to be communicating with 
the masses, which is less important than being innovative within your fi eld. 
And even though I think translation is a way of being innovative within 
your fi eld, my colleagues don’t see it that way.’’ 

One way of talking about Wilson’s translation of the ‘‘Odyssey’’ is to 
say that it makes a sustained campaign against that species of scholarly 
shortsightedness: fi nding equivalents in English that allow the terms she 
is choosing to do the same work as the original words, even if the English 
words are not, according to a Greek lexicon, ‘‘correct.’’ 

‘‘What gets us to ‘complicated,’ ’’ Wilson said, returning to her translation 
of polytropos, ‘‘is both that I think it has some hint of the original ambiv-
alence and ambiguity, such that it’s both ‘Why is he complicated?’ ‘What 
experiences have formed him?’ which is a very modern kind of question 
— and hints at ‘There might be a problem with him.’ I wanted to make it 
a markedly modern term in a way that ‘much turning’ obviously doesn’t 
feel modern or like English. I wanted it to feel like an idiomatic thing that 
you might say about somebody: that he is complicated.’’

I asked: ‘‘What about the commentator who says, ‘It does something 
that more than modernizes — it subverts the fundamental strangeness of 
the way Odysseus is characterized.’ I’m sure some classicists are going to 
say it’s fl at out wrong, ‘Interesting, but wrong.’ ’’

‘‘You’re quite right,’’ she replied. ‘‘Reviewers will say that.’’ 
How, I asked, would she address such a complaint from someone in 

her fi eld? 

‘‘I struggle with this all the time,’’ Wilson said. ‘‘I struggled with this because 
there are those classicists. I partly just want to shake them and make them 
see that all translations are interpretations.’’ Most of the criticism Wilson 
expects, she says, will come from ‘‘a digging in of the heels: ‘That’s not what 
it says in the dictionary, and therefore it can’t be right!’ And if you put down 
anything other than what’s said in the dictionary, then, of course, you have to 
add a footnote explaining why, which means that pretty much every line has 
to have a footnote. . . .’’ Wilson paused. ‘‘That goes to what this translation is 
aiming to do in terms of an immersive reading experience and conveying a 
whole narrative. I don’t know what to say to those people, honestly.’’ Wilson 
laughed her buoyant laugh. ‘‘I need to have a better answer to them, because 
they will certainly review it, and they will certainly have a loud voice. They just 
seem to be coming from such a simple and fundamental misunderstanding.’’

‘‘Of what?’’ 
‘‘Of what any translation is doing.’’

What a translation is doing — and what it should do — has been a source 
of vigorous debate since there were texts to translate. ‘‘I’m not a believer,’’ 
Wilson told me, ‘‘but I fi nd that there is a sort of religious practice that 
goes along with translation. I’m trying to serve something.’’

Early arguments about translation were over the Old Testament. One 
tale has it that an Egyptian king of the third-century B.C. wanted a Greek 
copy of the Pentateuch — the fi ve books of Moses — for the Library of 
Alexandria. Some 70 Jewish elders said to be ‘‘skilled in the Scriptures and 
in both languages’’ were sent from Jerusalem. Each worked in a separate 
room to translate in isolation. When fi nished, they compared their work. 
The 70 translations? Identical, ‘‘in the very same words and the very same 
names, from beginning to end,’’ according to one account. The translation 
was, literally, faithful: God himself had moved their hands in unison, only 
one possible translation for his Word. Called ‘‘Septuagint’’ after its 70 trans-
lators, this Greek version became a foundational text, both for the early 
Christian church and for the impossible standard to which all subsequent 
translations are held: faithfulness.  Later Bible translators failed to meet 
that mystical standard. The Catholic Church took 1,200 years to accept 
Jerome’s Latin version (‘‘tainted with Judaism,’’ was the charge, as it relied 
on Hebrew sources). The fi rst English Bible’s translator, John Wycliff e, was 
disinterred and his bones were burned for the heresy of translating into 
English, and his successor, William York Tyndale, was excommunicated, 
sentenced to death by strangulation and burned at the stake. 

Although you can understand, if not condone, how murderous rage at a 
translator might arise if a believer supposed a sacred text to have been des-
ecrated by a translator’s hand, it is somewhat surprising that similar vehe-
mence can greet translations of secular canonical texts. Perhaps the most 
famous such expression is in Matthew Arnold’s ‘‘On Translating Homer,’’ 
his series of lectures in 1860 when he was Oxford professor of poetry. In 
them, he off ered a takedown of existing translations of Homer and then 
asked ‘‘in what faithfulness exists’’: ‘‘The translator of Homer should above 
all be penetrated by a sense of four qualities . . . that he is eminently rapid; 
that he is eminently plain and direct both in the evolution of his thought 
and in the expression of it, that is, both in his syntax and in his words; that 
he is eminently plain and direct in the substance of his thought, that is, in 
his matter and ideas; and, fi nally, that he is eminently noble.’’

‘ I  D O  T H I N K  T H A T  G E N D E R  M A T T E R S . 

I ’ M  N O T  G O I N G  T O  N O T  S A Y  I T ’ S 
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Most every Homeric translation since has been scrutinized against his 
quartet of qualities. Wilson is not persuaded.

‘‘These are not good criteria,’’ Wilson told me. ‘‘I think he was a terrible 
reader of poetry. It’s not like he ever translated Homer. I think he had a 
good ‘classics major’ undergraduate kind of Greek, but I think it’s all to 
do with a particular notion of aesthetics and class, the whole ‘plainness 
and nobility.’ It’s about noblesse oblige and you’re going to be the kind of 
gentleman who’s going to have gone to Rugby   and that will be the kind 
of language that we speak: the classy kind of language. And projecting all 
of that back on to the classics. This is what ‘sweetness and light’ is. It’s 
describing a boys’ club. I think it’s very interesting that’s still with us. Those 
are the four? It’s just the boys’ club.’’

‘‘I do think that gender matters,’’ Wilson said later, ‘‘and I’m not going 
to not say it’s something I’m grappling with. I’m trying to take this task 
and this process of responding to this text and creating this text extremely 
seriously, with whatever I have, linguistically, sonically, emotionally. ’’ 

At the center of each of Homer’s epics is a warrior. In the ‘‘Iliad,’’ it is Achil-
les, the greatest of the Greeks, a demigod almost invulnerable to death. 
Although the war is begun over a woman, Helen, stolen from her Greek 
husband by a Trojan, the ‘‘Iliad’’ is a poem about and presided over by men. 
Zeus is the poem’s prevailing god, and what men do, or are willing to do, 
in love and war and in the friendships that arise in war and its losses, are 
the poem’s preoccupations.

In the ‘‘Odyssey,’’ preoccupations shift, radically. Zeus is replaced by Ath-
ena as the dominant god of the tale; the poem begins not with Odysseus but 
with his wife, Penelope, who has been without him for 20 years, in a kingdom 
overrun by suitors for her hand, whom the conventions of hospitality ensure 
she cannot simply expel. The reader doesn’t even see Odysseus until the fi fth 
of the poem’s 24 books, where we learn that he has been living on an island 
with Calypso, a goddess, for seven years; that, earlier, he was detained by 
another goddess, Circe, with whom he also shared a bed; that the Sirens, as 
he navigates, call to him, desiring him; that a young princess falls in love with 
him; that, on all sides, women are temptresses, and whereas he submits, we 
are to understand that Penelope, alone, assailed, remains faithful.

‘‘In the second-wave feminist scholarship in classics,’’ Wilson told me, 
‘‘people were very keen to try to read Penelope as, ‘Let’s fi nd Penelope’s 
voice in the ‘‘Odyssey,’’ and let’s celebrate her, because look, here she is 
being the hero in an epic in ways we can somehow unpack.’ I fi nd that’s a 
little simplistic. What happens to all the unelite women?’’

In the episode that Wilson calls ‘‘one of the most horrible and haunt-
ing of the whole poem,’’ Odysseus returns home to fi nd that his palace 
has been overrun by suitors for his wife’s hand. Though she has resisted 
them, the women in her palace have not. Odysseus, after slaying the 
suitors, tells his son, Telemachus, to kill the women. It is an interesting 
injunction from Odysseus, who himself, during his 10 years of wandering, 
was serially unfaithful. In Robert Fagles’s much-praised translation of 
the poem, Telemachus says, before he executes the palace women on 
his father’s command: ‘‘No clean death for the likes of them, by god!/
Not from me — they showered abuse on my head, my mother’s too!/You 
sluts — the suitors’ whores!’’

But Wilson, in her introduction, reminds us that these palace women 
— ‘‘maidservants’’ has often been put forward as a ‘‘correct’’ translation 
of the Greek  δμωαι ́, dmoai, which Wilson calls ‘‘an entirely misleading 
and also not at all literal translation,’’ the root of the Greek meaning ‘‘to 
overpower, to tame, to subdue’’ — weren’t free. Rather, they were slaves, 
and if women, only barely. Young female slaves in a palace would have 
had little agency to resist the demands of powerful men. Where Fagles 
wrote ‘‘whores’’ and ‘‘the likes of them’’ — and Lattimore ‘‘the creatures’’ 
— the original Greek, Wilson explained, is just a feminine defi nite article 
meaning ‘‘female ones.’’ To call them ‘‘whores’’ and ‘‘creatures’’ refl ects, for 

Wilson, ‘‘a misogynistic agenda’’: their translators’ interpretation of how 
these females would be defi ned. Here is how Wilson renders their undoing:

‘‘I refuse to grant these girls 
a clean death, since they poured down shame on me 
and Mother, when they lay beside the suitors.’’ 
At that, he wound a piece of sailor’s rope 
round the rotunda and round the mighty pillar, 
stretched up so high no foot could touch the ground. 
As doves or thrushes spread their wings to fl y 
home to their nests, but someone sets a trap — 
they crash into a net, a bitter bedtime; 
just so the girls, their heads all in a row, 
were strung up with the noose around their necks 
to make their death an agony. They gasped, 
feet twitching for a while, but not for long. 

‘‘If I was really going to be radical,’’ Wilson told me, returning to the 
very fi rst line of the poem, ‘‘I would’ve said, polytropos means ‘straying,’ 
and andra’’ — ‘‘man,’’ the poem’s fi rst word — ‘‘means ‘husband,’ because in 
fact andra does also mean ‘husband,’ and I could’ve said, ‘Tell me about a 
straying husband.’ And that’s a viable translation. That’s one of the things 
it says. But it would give an entirely diff erent perspective and an entirely 
diff erent setup for the poem. The fact that it’s possible to translate the same 
lines a hundred diff erent times and all of them are defensible in entirely 
diff erent ways? That tells you something.’’ But, Wilson added, with the fi rm-
ness of someone making hard choices she believes in:  ‘‘I want to be super 
responsible about my relationship to the Greek text. I want to be saying, after 
multiple diff erent revisions: This is the best I can get toward the truth.’’�  
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chairman of the D.C.C.C. Looking ahead to 2018, 
Emanuel off ered a broad-brushstroke plan of 
attack: ‘‘Find the specifi c issues that resonate in 
your district,’’ he said, according to one meeting 
participant’s notes. ‘‘We want to appeal to Trump 
voters who are already pulling away from him.’’ In 
particular, ‘‘Suburbs are our best opportunities.’’ 
On the matter of ideological purity, he was blunt: 
‘‘It’s not a question of left versus center — it’s for-
ward versus backward.’’

If this advice sounded familiar, it was because 
Emanuel advocated the same strategy a dozen 
years earlier, when he was trying to lift his party 
out of the trough it had occupied since the Newt 
Gingrich-led takeover of the House by the Repub-
licans in 1994. Emanuel focused on recruiting 
more centrist candidates who were well liked in 
their districts rather than on ideological darlings 
of the national party. ‘‘The people who criticized 
me back in 2006 were from my own party,’’ he 
told me recently. ‘‘When I was recruiting candi-
dates, I’d get yelled at: ‘Why is he getting all these 
sheriff s and military guys?’ It’s because they were 
running in red districts!’’

The election cemented Emanuel’s legend as a 
tactician — none of the Democrats attending the 
July 27 meeting expressed skepticism about his 
advice  — but his strategy has never sat well with 
the party’s progressive activists. ‘‘I would just 
point to the fact that Rahm Emanuel’s Demo-
crats who won in 2006 couldn’t hold those seats,’’ 
Stephanie Taylor, a founder of the Progressive 
Change Campaign Committee (P.C.C.C.), which 
supports, trains and funds candidates, told me. 

She was referring to the nearly a dozen Demo-
crats who rode the 2006 wave into Congress, only 
to wash back out of it with the Tea Party wave four 
years later. (Three more had lost in 2008.) ‘‘I would 
suggest a counterfactual,’’ she went on: ‘‘If we had 
true economic populist champions who made the 
case to the American people about fi ghting for 
a strong economic agenda, we might have had 
more lasting success.’’ Or as the P.C.C.C.’s other 
founder, Adam Green, put it to me: ‘‘If there’s a 
Democratic wave in 2018, progressives won’t just 
ride that wave — we will cause that wave.’’

Of course, activists like Green and Taylor 
also vowed to be the tip of the party’s spear in 
the previous cycle, with not much to show for 
it. Indeed, the Breitbart chairman  and former 
Trump adviser Steve Bannon scornfully likens 
the Democrats’ ideological tussles to a ‘‘pillow 
fi ght,’’ further charging that progressives will 
never accomplish their goals ‘‘until they have a 
Breitbart on the left,’’ he told me. ‘‘Our stock in 
trade is going after the Republican establishment. 
There’s no one like that on the other side.’’ 

Most if not all Democrats are more than happy 
to watch Bannon’s kamikaze antics wreak havoc 
on the opposition. Still, some in the party rue the 

lack of pugnacity on their own side. ‘‘There are 
two types of Democrats,’’ David Krone, Harry 
Reid’s former chief of staff , told me one after-
noon this summer in the Midtown Manhattan 
offi  ce where he now works as a consultant for 
an investment fi rm. ‘‘There are killers, and there 
are whiners. Unfortunately, we have too many of 
the latter and not enough of the former.’’ 

Krone considers piety an obstacle to progres-
sive policies. ‘‘Democrats are not that pure,’’ 
he told me, with a biting smile. ‘‘All those guys 
have a transactional component to them.’’ Under 
Reid’s leadership, the Democrats managed to 
pass important legislation like the Aff ordable 
Care Act and the American Recovery and Re-
investment Act while also thwarting a stream 
of conservative bills generated by the Republi-
can-controlled House. But it was also Reid who 
held his colleagues to the deal that garnered the 
pharmaceutical industry’s support for Obamacare 
by agreeing to take Medicare drug prices off  the 
table. When the Supreme Court’s Citizens United 
decision in 2010 opened the fl oodgates for out-
side-group contributions, Reid did not join the 
chorus of bemoaners. Instead, he ordered up a 
super PAC, called the Senate Majority PAC, to 
help keep the Senate in Democratic hands during 
the 2010 and 2012 cycles. ‘‘Reid just never pretend-
ed to be something he wasn’t,’’ Krone said. ‘‘You 
don’t want to pass health care? Fine. Don’t make 
deals. Keep losing.’’

In the Democratic Killers Hall of Fame, Krone 
places Emanuel and Pelosi. But lately, Krone 
observed, the party seemed to be tilting toward 
the whiners — beginning with the excuses off ered 
for Hillary Clinton’s defeat. ‘‘It’s insane,’’ he said. 
‘‘They freaking lost! They can blame anyone they 
want to, but they fail to look in the mirror.’’

The 2018 cycle, Krone argued, was no time 
for squeamishness. Again he cited the example 
of his former boss Reid, who, like many Demo-
crats in 2010, was a heavy underdog going into 
his fi nal Senate race. Rather than be cowed by a 
Republican fi eld that, at the peak of the Tea Party 
movement, had been infi ltrated by the party’s 
fringe, Reid turned that to his advantage. His 
campaign waded into the Republican primary, 
targeting the most formidable G.O.P. opponents 
one by one until the only one left standing was 
Sharron Angle: a Tea Party favorite who once 
crusaded against water fl uoridation and claimed 
multiple American cities were under the rule of 
Shariah law. Reid beat her easily. 

By way of contrast, Krone pointed to Russ 
Feingold, the Wisconsin senator who, with John 
McCain, was a standard-bearer for campaign-fi -
nance reform, as well as a crusader for civil liber-
ties during the Bush years. Feingold lacked Reid’s 
appetite for the jugular, losing to Ron Johnson in 
2010 and then again in 2016. ‘‘He had his foot on 
Johnson’s neck, and then he let up, because he 
was up in the polls,’’ Krone lamented. ‘‘They don’t 
hand out participation trophies in politics.’’ If the 

party limited itself to high-minded campaigning 
and legislating, ‘‘We’ll lose again, and Kennedy’’ 
— the Supreme Court justice — ‘‘will retire, and 
Trump will get to appoint another conservative 
crazy, and the Democrats will wonder how things 
got to be so horrible.’’

Still, the party faces a conundrum in its pur-
suit of Trump voters whose anxieties aren’t just 
economic but cultural as well. Prevailing in some 
red districts may require, at minimum, temper-
ing the party’s progressivism on social issues. 
‘‘When anybody talks about a so-called litmus test 
for candidates, that upsets me,’’ Representative 
Cheri Bustos told me. ‘‘I’m from Illinois, where 
I’m the only downstate Democrat in our entire 
delegation. I’ve been a Democrat my whole life, 
and my core values are very much in line with 
what hard-core Democrats believe. I don’t ever 
lie about my views. However, I also don’t talk 
about issues that are by their very nature divisive. 
If asked, I’ll answer I’m pro-choice. But then I’ll 
get back to the economy.’’

But a week after Bustos and I spoke, the 
D.C.C.C.’s chairman, Ben Ray Luján, enraged liber-
al groups by saying that his organization would not 
oppose House candidates in favor of restricting 
abortion. Seeking to douse the fi re, Meredith Kelly, 
the D.C.C.C. communications director, released a 
statement clarifying that the D.C.C.C. listed abor-
tion rights as among the ‘‘fundamental tenets of 
the Democratic Party’’ and that the recruits it was 
backing ‘‘represent the values of the party.’’ 

Adam Green of the P.C.C.C. was adamant on the 
prospect of anti-abortion recruits: ‘‘We wouldn’t 
welcome candidates who are pushing anti-choice 
policies into the big tent any more than we would 
welcome racists and people who want to deregu-
late Wall Street.’’ Green wasn’t buying the impli-
cation by Bustos and other moderates that the 
Democratic Party will regain a majority only if it 
backs away from progressive ideals. He urged me 
to talk to Rick Nolan, a progressive rural Minneso-
ta congressman who, he said, ‘‘wins the right way.’’ 

Nolan is a folksy 73-year-old journeyman pol-
itician and businessman who has long advocat-
ed a single-payer health system. He also hunts, 
fi shes, makes his own maple syrup  and in other 
ways stays attuned to the culture of Minnesota’s 
Eighth District. Taking Green’s advice, I asked 
Nolan whether he would welcome an anti-abor-
tion candidate into the Democratic caucus. 
‘‘Wholeheartedly,’’ he said. ‘‘If there’s a fault 
today among Democrats, it’s that they’ve got 
the worst litmus test known to humankind. If 
we want to achieve the goals progressives want, 
we’ve got to get back into the majority. Demo-
crats are damned fools if they don’t see that.’’

There was one thing on which the Democrats 
I interviewed, across the spectrum — Adam 
Green, David Krone, Krystal Ball, Meredith 
Kelly — agreed: that I should watch a You-
Tube ad that was posted in June on behalf of a 

Democrats

(Continued from Page 39)



 campaigns and politics, but he knows art.’’ Hyers 
did not think the party’s need for ‘‘authentic 
candidates’’ and a little theatrical verve were 
incompatible. If anything, the role the confl u-
ence of those two perceived assets played in 
Trump’s victory is one of the few inarguable 
lessons of the 2016 election. 

This lesson, however unacknowledged, 
is playing out across the 2018 electoral land-
scape. In Kentucky, a former Marine fi ghter 
pilot named Amy McGrath appears in a bomber 
jacket, declaring that her ‘‘new mission’’ is to 
‘‘take on a Congress full of career politicians.’’ 
Assessing her candidacy’s apparent long odds, 
she says, with a cockeyed grin, ‘‘We’ll see about 
that.’’ Another web ad shows a dashing scientist 
in a white lab coat: Hans Keirstead, a pioneering 
stem-cell researcher now running to represent 
California’s 48th District and billing himself as 
the very defi nition of a ‘‘problem solver.’’

In mid-August, I spoke to Ian Russell’s latest 
client, a telegenic Marine veteran and two-term 
state representative from Lewiston, Me., named 
Jared Golden. Lewiston today is a hollowed-out 
exoskeleton of a textile mill town. ‘‘Our way of 
life is under attack here,’’ Golden said. ‘‘We’re 
a classic case of the America that’s being left 
behind. The social-identity issues that have 
been emphasized in Portland don’t resonate 
in rural Maine. It’s damaged the Democratic 

52-year-old Wisconsin ironworker named Randy 
Bryce. Bryce, whose prodigious mustache has 
earned him the nickname Ironstache, is aiming 
to unseat the current offi  ceholder of Wiscon-
sin’s First District, Paul Ryan, the speaker of the 
House. The emotionally charged ad announcing 
his campaign culminates in a challenge: ‘‘Let’s 
trade places. Paul Ryan, you can come work the 
iron, and I’ll go to D.C.’’

One rainy late summer afternoon, I met up 
with the ad’s creator, a 42-year-old Army vet-
eran named Bill Hyers, in a Washington hotel 
bar overcrowded with well-dressed young pro-
fessionals. Hyers was sipping an old-fashioned 
when I arrived. He was dressed in a T-shirt 
and khaki shorts, his preferred business attire. 
Hyers has successfully managed the campaigns 
of well-established Democratic politicians like 
Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York and 
Mayor Bill de Blasio of New York City, and his 
own politics are straightforwardly liberal. At the 
same time, he harbors a Holden Caulfi eld-es-
que disdain of insincerity and believes that this 
quality, more than whining or ideological per-
fectionism, explains his party’s state of decline.

‘‘What’s terrible about Democrats like Rahm 
Emanuel,’’ Hyers said, ‘‘is that it matters more to 
them if you’re a candidate who can raise money 
from very wealthy people than if you have an 
argument to make. They look at everything 
through the old Clinton triangulation strate-
gy. Put out very carefully prepared statements. 
Don’t let anyone get to your right. Deny and 
ignore. Never have an honest dialogue. It was a 
bad strategy back in the ’90s. But it’s even worse 
today, because we can now have 24-7 access to 
candidates, and people can see when they’re not 
being authentic. Everything Hillary Clinton did 
was carefully scripted — they could see that.’’ 

Hyers’s client Bryce has been the undis-
puted breakout star of the 2018 cycle so far; 
the announcement ad has attracted millions of 
views. (Such enthusiasm, it should be said, does 
not yet make Bryce any less of a long shot: The 
D.C.C.C. does not currently include Wisconsin’s 
First District among its 80 targeted seats.) The 
afternoon we met, Hyers showed me a rough 
cut of an ad for his newest client, a former Army 
champion boxer and ex-opioid addict from Stat-
en Island named Boyd Melson — known in the 
ring as the Rainmaker  — who is running for New 
York’s 11th District. Melson’s YouTube rollout, 
like Bryce’s, is replete with stirring proletarian 
imagery: neighborhoods festooned with Ameri-
can fl ags, an aloof Republican incumbent dodg-
ing town halls, Melson alone in the ring pum-
meling the air with slow-motion jabs. It suggests 
a trailer for ‘‘Rocky Goes to Washington.’’ 

‘‘I can only take a little credit for them,’’ Hyers 
admitted after the two-and-a-half-minute ad 
came to an end. Bryce’s and Melson’s ads, he 
told me, had a co-producer: Matt McLaughlin, 
a veteran of TV advertising who ‘‘didn’t know 

brand here, to be honest. We’re a community 
of hard-working people who may not be high-
ly educated, but that doesn’t mean we’re not 
intelligent. The majority of the folks here voted 
for Donald Trump, and I can tell you that the 
description of them as a basket of deplorables 
is just dead wrong.’’

Golden told me that his neighbors had until 
recently thought of themselves as Democrats. 
Golden himself still is. When we spoke, he had 
just decided to run in Maine’s Second Dis-
trict against the Republican incumbent, Bruce 
Poliquin. Golden would be the fi fth Democrat to 
enter the race. He seemed to have little use for 
the national party’s ‘‘A Better Deal’’ pitch, telling 
me, ‘‘It’s going to take more than a glossy new 
policy document to take back the U.S. House.’’ 

What, then, would it take? A few days after 
I spoke with Golden, Ian Russell traveled to 
Lewiston and shot his candidate’s announce-
ment ad. It mixes twilit images of small-town 
Maine with footage of the candidate in com-
bat fatigues; later, he jogs down a country road 
wearing a T-shirt that says, ‘‘Pain Is Weakness 
Leaving the Body.’’ The ad excoriates the Repub-
lican incumbent but also bipartisan trade deals 
and unnamed political leaders who push ‘‘issues 
that don’t impact your life.’’ 

The word ‘‘Trump’’ is not mentioned in the 
two-minute ad. Nor is the word ‘‘Democrat.’’�  



By Sam Ezersky

PUNS AND ANAGRAMS
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 L 11 12 13

14 15 16

17 18

19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26

27 28 29 30 31

32 33

34 35 36 37 38 39

40 41 42 43

44 45 46 47 48

49 50 51 52

53 54 55 56 57

58 59 60 61

62 63

64 65

 3 Really enjoys hot 
dog toppings

 4 Barb’s end

 5 S O

 6 Room in a lattice
 7 Girl introducing 

categories
 8 “Don’t put such a 

burden ____!”
 9 Laymen, oddly
 L 
 11  Getting a 500 + 500 gain
 12 Friend of actress Arthur
 13 Bully’s retort ’bout 

his fav’rite bagel
 15 Exchanges back up front
 21 “Egyptian goddess 

is, too!”
 24 Marketing head outside 

of temple
 26 One doting on a 

self-important sort
 28 Said 505 reps would attend
 30 Helps two stiffs open 

their drinks
 31 Boy with a jet
 35 Listen ’ere!
 37 Like a desert raid
 38 Treatment in which 

beauticians dampen eyes
 39 Campaign slogan 

for Ocasek or Flair
 41 Shower of th– U.–. O–e–
 43 Turkey parts that 

basters baste

  ACROSS

 1 Mother who 
observed Easter

 7 Superior of Maj. Test Sites
 14 Coolest animals at the zoo
 16 “N-E-I-D … uh — say, 

do you know?”
 17 Bad thing a pol let you do
 18 2/2/22
 19 ___ Rho (Egyptian 

fraternity)
 20 π + 11 + EEE
 22 “Don’t spit in public” 

and others
 23 W––  ha–  gues–s
 25 Emails about dosages
 26 Time meant for 

coffee breaks
 27 Number three
 29 What’s he listing on 

the Billboard Hot 100?
 32 Senses one is 

missing from selfie
 33 A bird or a dam
 34 Four-fingered gesture 

that might be played 
in battleships

 36 Terse identification 
from Sorry or Monopoly

 40 Gapes at Senate workers

 42 Labor brand in 
the bathroom

 44 Website with ideas 
for teen trips

 48 Place to eat if you 
have endless moolah

 49 Italian poet heading 
to the rear

 50 Ad a keepsake keeps
 52 Break ____ (get 

d’party going)
 53 S’Attila
 54 Ones providing rondos 

for free
 57 Group a school principal 

might tap for help
 58 Affixes with no paste, say
 60 They hold seed fer birds
 62 Nothing but one 

newsmagazine
 63 Decided to accept 

one decaf tea
 64 Red Sea’s sides switched
 65 Is cost something they 

will react to?

  DOWN

 1 TV show with the “F” cop
 2 Green lodging that 

makes CeeLo hot

 44 Like all the letters from 
B’s and C’s on

 45 How some early American 
patriots trusted

 46 Unspecified series in 
an LP tune

 47 X quantity of aliens
 51 Bare-assed hiding places

 54 Mode of finishing 
a building

 55 Like something 
done linearly

 56 What a Shiite leader, 
etc., leads

 59 Kind of loin
 61 Ode to God

SPELLING BEE
By Frank Longo

How many common words of 5 or more letters can 

you spell using the letters in the hive? Every answer 

must use the center letter at least once. Letters may 

be reused in a word. At least one word will use all 7 

letters. Proper names and hyphenated words are not 

allowed. Score 1 point for each answer, and 3 points 

for a word that uses all 7 letters.

Rating: 7 = good; 11 = excellent; 15 = genius

O

F

U

T

G

H

L

Our list of words, worth 18 points, appears with last week’s answers.

BOXING MATCH
By Thinh Van Duc Lai

PROJECTORS
By Patrick Berry

Place numbers from 1 to 9 in the grid so that each 

outlined region contains consecutive numbers, and so 

that the sum of numbers in every 3x3 area is the same. 

The grid has 16 overlapping 3x3 areas. Solving hint: 

When 3x3 areas overlap, the sum of the numbers in 

their unshared squares must be equal. In the example, 

the total of each 3x3 area is 42.

Answer the clues for eight words — four across and 

four down — to be entered in the grid. Each answer is 

one letter too long to fit, though, so either the first or 

last letter will “project” outside the grid. The clues are 

in no particular order. One letter has been placed for 

you as a starting help. When the puzzle is done, start 

at the upper left and read the projecting letters 

clockwise to get the name of a famous film (like BEN-

HUR in the example below).

Clues: Symbol on a one-way street sign • Shampoo 

brand with an iconic green color • Archipelago components 

• Came to light • “The Bells of St. ___” (old song) • Kitchen 

wear • Graduates’ garments • Answerable in one word, 

as a question (hyph.)

 W
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Y
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U
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U

Y

N

H

E

E

S
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actors can abuse this process: Face-
book’s software gave advertisers the 
option to target ‘‘Jew Haters,’’ for 
instance. In a separate investigation, 
ProPublica found that Facebook made 
it possible to exclude specifi c ‘‘ethnic 
affi  nities’’ from seeing ads, noting that 
ads excluding people based on race 
are prohibited by federal housing and 
employment laws.

This stereotyping isn’t a glitch of 
Facebook’s machine- learning pro-
cess — it’s how the software works. 
To formulate audiences, the algo-
rithm scours profi les and analyzes 
them for shared traits and correla-
tions and self-identifi ed interests 
and, it assumes, our preferences, 
grouping us into tribes that can be 
targeted. It’s up to Facebook and 
advertisers to constrain this amoral 
process in ethical and lawful ways. 
Yet the ethics of targeting are not 
clear-cut. In May, The Australian 
reported that Facebook employees 
had prepared a document show-
ing how they could gather details 
on teenagers during vulnerable 
moments — when Facebook users 
feel ‘‘stressed,’’ ‘‘insecure,’’ ‘‘defeat-
ed’’ or ‘‘worthless.’’ Is that immoral, 
or simply crass?

Such challenges are opening 
a new front for companies and 
corporate- responsibility watch-
dogs. Bad human actors don’t 
pose the only problem; a machine- 
learning algorithm, left unchecked, 
can misbehave and compound 
inequality on its own, no help from 
humans needed. The same mecha-
nism that decides that 30- something 
women who like yoga dispropor-
tionately buy Lululemon tights — 
and shows them ads for more yoga 
wear — would also show more junk-
food ads to impoverished popula-
tions rife with diabetes and obesity.

‘‘Sometimes data behaves unethi-
cally,’’ Antonio Garcia- Martinez, a for-
mer Facebook employee who worked 
on the advertising team, wrote in an 
essay in The Guardian. He provided 
an example from his time at the com-
pany: ‘‘Someone on the data- science 
team had cooked up a new tool that 
recommended Facebook pages users 
should like. And what did this tool 
start spitting out? Every ethnic ste-
reotype you can imagine.’’ 

As algorithms sort users in 
increasingly complex ways — 
already the multivaried criteria 
for determining a Lookalike group 
defi es human comprehension — 
regulators and companies will 
have to confront how to determine 
who is being nudged, and why, and 
whether that’s benefi ting the pub-
lic or exacerbating societal ills. An 
algorithm that draws its lessons 
from the present reality can’t be 
counted on to improve the course 
of the future on its own.

Facebook’s A.I. isn’t operating 
unattended, certainly: Garcia- 
Martinez wrote that Facebook 
decided not to release the recom-
mendation tool. Facebook points 
out that it makes eff orts to prevent 
harmful advertising. It does not, for 
instance, allow ads for payday loans, 
which prey on the poor. It says it 
has removed advertisers’ ability 
to target users by ethnicity when 
promoting housing, employment 
or credit; it removed ‘‘Jew Haters’’ 
and other objectionable categories 
and said it would increase human 
review of its ad- targeting options. In 
response to the report in The Aus-
tralian, Facebook said the analysis 
‘‘was intended to help marketers 
understand how people express 
themselves on Facebook. It was 
never used to target ads.’’

Yet managing a platform this way 
— seeing what mischief the algorithm 
and its users gets up to, then respond-
ing with countermeasures — can be 
diffi  cult to sustain. ‘‘This is a whack-
a-mole problem, one among many 
Facebook has,’’ Garcia- Martinez told 
me. It makes Facebook, a company 
still largely controlled by a single 
man, Mark Zuckerberg, the ultimate 
arbiter of morality and taste for all 
two billion of its users. It also means 
the company has unilateral power 
to make or break companies when 
it tweaks its system. 

This is not a hypothetical possi-
bility. In 2013, media sites like those 
measured by the BuzzFeed Partner 
network, which includes BuzzFeed, 
Thought Catalog and The New York 
Times, noticed a huge surge in refer-
rals from Facebook — a jump of more 
than 50 million page views from 
August to October. A year later, Face-
book announced that it had adjusted 
its news-feed algorithm to eliminate 
so- called click 

Facebook

(Continued from Page 45)

(Continued on Page 57)



Fill the grid with digits so as not to repeat a digit in any row or column, and so that the digits within each 

heavily outlined box will produce the target number shown, by using addition, subtraction, multiplication 

or division, as indicated in the box. A 5x5 grid will use the digits 1–5. A 7x7 grid will use 1–7.
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  ACROSS
 1 Popular web portal

 4 Sweet stuff 

 11 Braggadocio

 18 “Well, well, well!”

 19 Coming

 20 Slant in columns

 22 1992 movie based 
on an “S.N.L.” 
sketch … or, 
diverged: 
Modus vivendi

 24 Railroad line?

 25 “Out!”

 26 Suffi  x with host

 27 Like pins-and-
needles feelings

 29 Mystiques

 30 Defunct org. in 
which Donald 
Trump owned 
the New Jersey 
Generals

 32 “Adios!”

 33 “Prince 
Valiant” son

 34 “We’re doomed!”

 39 Computer mouse 
action … or, 
diverged: Event 
for RuPaul

 44 Less friendly

 45 Blue-roofed eatery

 47 Gambols

 48 Time to remember

 49 Erstwhile Fords

 50 “The Simpsons 
Theme” composer 
Danny

 52 Many a frat pledge
 53 Become bored (of)
 54 ____ mother
 55 Scarcely
 56 Freudian “will 

to live”
 58 Better, to an 

impatient boss
 60 Spots likely 

to smear
 63 Italian novelist 

Morante
 66 Destroys, in 

gamer-speak
 67 1916 Frost verse … 

or, diverged: Start 
of a saying about 
meaning well

 71 “Star Wars” nomad
 73 Opposite of “da”
 74 Put a cover on
 78 Molson rival
 80 “No ____!”
 82 Heads overseas?
 83 Coral, e.g.
 84 A long way off 
 85 Part of a 

treasure chest
 89 Another form 

of “Jehovah”
 91 Big swig
 92 W.W. II org. 

whose insignia 
featured Athena

 93 Prepare, 
as leftovers

 95 Fill-up fi ller
 96 Cassava, for one
 97 Bring someone 

home … or, 
diverged: Common 
high school off ering

 100 Frigid
 102 From l. to r.
 103 Proscriptions
 105 Chill out
 106 “Button” that’s 

plainly visible
 109 Showy debut
 110 A germophobe 

might have it, 
for short

 112 Acronym for 
the four major 
entertainment 
awards

 115 Artist with the 
third-most Top 40 
hits in the 1960s, 
behind Elvis and 
the Beatles

 117 Nissan S.U.V.s 
… or, diverged: 
Emotional appeal

 120 Hit 2007 Will 
Smith fi lm

 121 Some potatoes
 122 Comic-strip cry
 123 Establish, as rules
 124 Gratiano’s love 

in “The Merchant 
of Venice”

 125 Line in the sand?

  DOWN
 1 Does course work?
 2 Bygone title

 3 Expression 
of shock at 
someone’s actions

 4 Go after 
for redress

 5 Try to induce a 
bigger purchase

 6 Rookery cries

 7 Symbols of density

 8 Beyond, to bards
 9 Sea dogs
 10 Went for a whirl
 11 Vegas casino 

robbed in 
“Ocean’s Eleven”

 12 Without purpose
 13 Supermodel 

Carangi
 14 Armless coats 

that may bear 
coats of arms

 15 Overfl ow (with)
 16 Fabulist
 17 Russia’s ____ Sea 

(arm of the 
Arctic Ocean)

 20 Hungarians
 21 Activist youth org.
 23 Snacks
 28 Ball brand
 31 La Dame de ____ 

(Eiff el Tower 
nickname)

 33 Sacred crosses
 34 1946 femme- 

fatale fi lm
 35 Santa’s 

reindeer, e.g.
 36 Monumental 

support
 37 TV band
 38 “Word on 

the street is …”
 40 Deadly cobra

 41 Wilson of 
“The Offi  ce”

 42 They might 
be giants

 43 Kind of review
 46 The usual
 50 Actress Sommer
 51 “Keep out” sign
 53 Burgs
 55 Bygone Apple app
 57 ____-pitch
 59 Autobahn autos
 61 Feuding
 62 Syndicate head
 64 Online ticket 

exchange
 65 Chem. 

neurotransmitter
 68 Sheriff ’s asst.
 69 “Them’s the 

breaks, I guess”
 70 ____ Industries (oil 

and gas giant)
 71 “Aladdin” villain
 72 Summers back 

in the day?
 75 “How Deep Is 

Your Love” group
 76 “Introduction to 

the Analysis of the 
Infi nite” writer

 77 Cool again
 78 God, informally
 79 Gender-neutral 

possessive

 81 Lummox
 86 Philip ____, fi rst 

Asian-American 
fi lm actor to get 
a star on the 
Hollywood Walk 
of Fame

 87 “Milk” star, 2008
 88 Interrupted 

midsentence?
 90 Like leprechauns
 91 Tipsy
 93 Shrank
 94 Skipjack, e.g.
 96 Early fl ight inits.
 98 For naught
 99 Straight-talking
 101 Certain radio 

format
 104 What you might 

sit in by the pool
 106 Kabuki sash
 107 Territory in Risk
 108 Motif for Verdi 

or Monteverdi
 109 Whole heap
 110 “Fancy seeing 

you here!”
 111 $$$ bigwigs
 113 Certain fro-yo 

add-in
 114 Sounds of reproof
 116 Back
 118 Besmirch
 119 Eavesdropping org.

By Natan Last

11
/
5

/
17
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ACROSTIC

A. Banshee

B. At length

C. Rheims

D. Rushdie

E. Irwin Shaw

F. Esthesis

G. Toenails

H. Hot-wire

I. Enthused

J. Lockstep

K. Ichthys

L. Trainee

M. Toilette

N. Lawn darts

O. Eighteenth

P. Marshal

Q. In shreds

R. Newshawk

S. Iron fist

T. Singers

U. Top-notch

V. Ed Wynn

W. Revenant

[J.M.] BARRIE, THE LITTLE MINISTER — A house 

is never still in darkness to those who listen intently; 

there is a whispering in distant chambers, an 

unearthly hand presses . . . the window, the latch 

rises. Ghosts were created when the first man 

woke in the night.

Answers to puzzles of 10.29.17

Answers to puzzle on Page 54

SPELLING BEE

Thoughtful (3 points). Also: Flout, fought, ghoul, 

googol, hotfoot, logout, lotto, ought, outfought, outgo, 

outthought, though, thought, tooth, tough. If you found 

other legitimate dictionary words in the beehive, feel 

free to include them in your score.

GOING OFF SCRIPT

WINDING DOWN BOXING MATCH

bait. Upworthy, a peddler of stories with headlines 
like ‘‘9 Out of 10 Americans Are Completely Wrong 
About This Mind- Blowing Fact,’’ had its total page 
views decline by half in the span of three months, 
from 90 million to 48 million visitors. (At the time 
of these huge shifts, 30 percent of Americans got 
news from Facebook. In 2017, 45 percent of Amer-
icans do, according to Pew Research Center.) 

‘‘We always knew that Facebook is sort of 
like the weather,’’ says Eli Pariser, Upworthy’s 
co- founder and president. ‘‘There’s going to be 
sunny days and stormy days.’’ In response to the 
algorithm adjustment, Pariser instructed his staff  
to stop posting as many videos to  YouTube, which 
is owned by Google, and start publishing more 
videos directly to Facebook instead. 

‘‘That certainly served Facebook well,’’ Pariser 
admits. ‘‘But you know, I also wouldn’t be able to 
reach 200 million people on any other medium,’’ 
he says, citing the reach of Upworthy’s videos 
on Facebook. The platform may be mercurial, 
but Upworthy still relies on it. 

Imagine, now, that Facebook tweaks its algo-
rithm in a way that — rather than cause wild 
swings in web traffi  c   to a purveyor of viral vid-
eos — leads to a steep decline in advertising and 
sales for a consumer- products company, one that 
happens to be the largest employer in a small 
town. Or imagine   multiple   companies shaken 
up by such an adjustment, or an entire industry 
overhauling its practices   to suit Facebook.   Even 
the threat and uncertainty of those possibilities 
could   hurt   businesses, which depend on predict-
able returns to invest in future projects.

As we delegate more control to artifi cial 
intelligence, both businesses as well as users 
are venturing into uncertain territory. In the 
meantime, more and more companies — start-
ups, mom-and-pop stores, major corporations 
— are handing their dollars and their data to the 
social- networking giant. Facebook’s Ads Manag-
er is user- friendly. Sales are plentiful. And if you 
don’t take advantage of it, your competitors will. 
How could you not go there? 

By mid-March, a few weeks after I fi rst followed 
Rosen, the Hubble team no longer had 15 Face-
book and Instagram ad sets. It had 40 — all 
pointed at discrete audiences, each with its own 
handful of ads. But Rosen looked more rested, less 
frazzled. He explained that he and Paul Rodgers 
had developed something they called ‘‘Robo- 
Dan,’’ a few lines of code that checked the Ads 
Manager every hour, then adjusted the budget as 
Rosen would. He could wake up and let the ads 
run (although he had to fi ght the compulsion to 
check on Robo- Dan). Soon, he told me, they would 
upgrade to Robo- Dan 2, which would switch in 
new ads, taking over the nightly bedtime routine. 
(With 40 audiences, he told me, going through the 

process lasted almost as long as an entire episode 
of ‘‘The Late Show With Stephen Colbert.’’) Finally, 
he said, he was getting some distance from Face-
book’s everyday machinations. Someday soon, he 
would be able to go to bed early, he told me. Or 
have an evening to himself. 

But by the end of June, Rosen’s stress-free 
life was still a dream. A new problem arose: 
No matter what new ads they put in an ad set, 
the growth rate of sales declined and the cost 
per acquisition went up. They began to think it 
was an audience problem: Had they found all 
the customers in those groups? With their ad 
sets going fallow, the Hubble team scrambled 
to fi nd fresh and fertile ground. Their ideas for 
new audiences got quirkier, more outlandish. 
One week they zeroed in on people who like 
Sweetgreen, the salad chain. Next they went 
after people who had indicated that they were 
fans of bottled water, whoever they are. Each 
group fi zzled after a few days — the cost per 
each new customer climbed higher and higher; 
sales dwindled. As they searched for more and 
more audience descriptors, they landed upon a 
novel idea: They began trading their Lookalike 
groups with other online retailers, fi guring that 
the kind of people who buy one product from 
social media will probably buy others. This sort 
of audience sharing is becoming more common 
on Facebook: There is even a company, TapFwd, 
that pools together Lookalike groups for various 
brands, helping them show ads to other groups. 

Cogan and Horwitz have decided that they 
need to reduce their dependence on Facebook 
advertising, for the sake of their business and their 
own sanity. In May, they tested their fi rst 15- second 
cable- television commercials. With TV, the data is 
vaguer, and it takes longer to get results back. Yet 
even though the old medium provides them with 
less information than Facebook, in some ways the 
ignorance is bliss. ‘‘There’s fewer levers; there’s 
less to stress out about.’’ Rodgers says. ‘‘You can 
push the button and get on with your life.’’

In August, the Hubble team fi nally handed 
over their domestic Facebook advertising work 
to an outside agency, Ampush, that charges them 
based on how many new customers sign up. Ten 
people at Ampush now do the job of Rosen and 
Robo- Dan. Still, the handoff  was bittersweet. ‘‘We 
ran their numbers — it’s something we could 
beat,’’ Rosen says, meaning Hubble could get 
more customers for less money if it did the ad 
buying in-house. ‘‘But it would destroy our lives.’’ 

Thanks largely to Facebook, Hubble is on 
track to fi nish its fi rst full year in business having 
made $20 million in revenue. In August, Hubble 
raised $10 million, valuing the company at $210 
million. In January, Hubble will use those funds 
to expand its business to Continental Europe. 
Its advertising strategy? Robo- Dan, with some 
help from Rosen. As Hubble advances into new 
territories, Facebook and the algorithm will be 
tagging along with them.�  
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Talk

Beatrice Fihn 

Thinks We 

Can Abolish 

Nuclear Arms

Congratulations on your Nobel Peace 
Prize! How did you become interested 
in nuclear disarmament? I’ve always 
been interested in international issues. 
But as with many people who grew up 
after the Cold War, nuclear weapons 
didn’t feel relevant. I interned for a Swed-
ish feminist peace organization called 
Women’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom in Geneva. I got thrown into 
these big U.N. meetings where Russia 
and the U.S. and China debated nuclear 
weapons, and I was completely fascinated 
because it was so bizarre.
How so? Nuclear weapons just don’t 
make any sense! They’re sitting there 
with their papers talking about these 
crazy weapons that can end us all, and 
no one said: ‘‘This is crazy! What are we 
doing?’’ I was fascinated by the power 
dynamics, and I just got hooked.
Many countries banned chemical weap-
ons and land mines for being inhu-
mane. Why haven’t we done the same 
for nuclear weapons? That’s the thing; 
we give them this exception to all sanity 
or reason. We have the Geneva Conven-
tions that say that you can’t indiscrimi-
nately target civilians, but that’s just what 
nuclear weapons are designed to do. 
Nuclear bombs are a very old-fashioned 
weapon. And if you consider the kind 
of threats we’re facing today — climate 
change, organized crime, food security, 
that kind of stuff  — you can’t fi ght terror-
ism with a nuclear bomb.
So how do you do this work, day to day? 
Lots of emails, mostly. Talking to peo-
ple. We have more than 460 organiza-
tions that are a part of this campaign 

Interview by Caitlin Roper 

network. Some are activists, some are 
connected to politicians and work to 
lobby parliaments, plus everything in 
between. It’s basically trying to raise 
awareness of this issue. 
What is the aim of the treaty on the 
prohibition of nuclear weapons that 
the U.N. adopted in July? There’s 
always been this idea that we need to 
get rid of nuclear arms that even lead-
ers of the nuclear-arms states have sort 
of supported. For instance, Obama 
won the Nobel Peace Prize partly for 
his Prague speech against them. But we 
have allowed it to continue and have this 
exception to laws and norms. With the 
treaty, we wanted to push an agreement. 
We hope that it will help countries make 
other choices. We saw, for example, with 
the Land Mines Treaty, that the United 
States or Russia or China didn’t sign 
it, but they change their policies and 
behaviors. This treaty creates a norm 
that nuclear weapons are bad.
In a time of so many profound worries, 
why should we prioritize nuclear disar-
mament? This is an issue that could be 
an easy fi x. It could be quite easy to make 
decisions to just reduce them or take 
them off  alert status and reprioritize our 
militaries. We could use that money for 
other things. We have the power to do 
it. People think nuclear weapons are like 
a natural disaster or an asteroid hitting 
Earth, because the consequences are so 
awful. But we need to see them as just 
weapons; we can control them. They’re 
just really giant, expensive, dirty bombs 
that could end us all. We built them; we 
can take them apart.
Are there ways to change people’s 
minds about nuclear bombs? We have 
to keep talking about the humanitarian 
impacts of what would happen if you use 
them. We get a glimpse of it when we 
talk about North Korea, but we don’t 
think about how American nuclear 
weapons are aimed right now. They 
can be launched within 20 minutes. If 
the U.S. nuclear arsenal all went off , it 
could kill civilization, and Donald Trump 
has the ultimate authority to do that, as 
commander in chief. But if you’re really 
uncomfortable with Trump having that 
power, you are really uncomfortable 
with nuclear weapons in general. There 
are no right hands for these weapons. 
There’s no one who should have that 
kind of power. �  In
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Age: 34

Occupation:
Activist

Hometown:
Geneva

Fihn is the 

executive director 

of the International 

Campaign to 

Abolish Nuclear 

Weapons, which 

won the 2017 

Nobel Peace Prize.

The Top 5 things she 
does to ease anxiety 
about nuclear war:
1. LEGOs with the 

kids. Or without them.

2. Squats

3. Young Thug

4. Sheet masks

5. Spotify playlists
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CALL TOLL FREE 

1 866 378 7811
or visit

www.hotterusa.com
Quote savings code 

JHNWY17

“Feel like I could walk 

miles, no problem. The 

leather is so soft the interior 

is so comfy and I can’t say 

enough about these boots. 

They are just terrific”

Verna, Santa Clara CA

5 STAR 
RATING

PLUS 

FREE 
TRACKED 
SHIPPING & 

RETURNS 

Exclusive
introductory offer

MYSTERY BOOTS
NORMALLY $135

SAVE $50
NOW 
ONLY $85

Loden Green 
Leather

Black Leather

Slate 
Leather/Suede

Chocolate 
Leather/Suede

Dark Tan Leather

Introducing Mystery: 
PREMIUM LINED BOOTS

FIND YOUR PERFECT FIT

US sizes 5-11 with half sizes 5.5-9.5 
Two width fittings: Hotter Comfort Fit a US Medium/wide/D-E fit 
and Extra Wide Fit US Wide/EE fit

It is the ruched leather detail that gives Mystery its signature stylish appeal and the cushioned comfort that makes 

this Hotter Original a seasonal best-seller. Crafted from the finest leather and suede, Mystery is designed to gently 

caress your feet with a super-soft warm textile lining, full inside zip and elasticated inserts that work together with 

the rounded toe to create all day happy feet.

INCREDIBLE COMFORT
Every single pair of Hotter shoes is designed around a host of signature comfort features, so that from the moment you 

slip them on in the morning to the moment you take them off at the end of the day, every step will be a pure delight. 

Using only premium materials such as butter-soft leathers and super-soft suedes, combined with sumptuous cushioned 

insoles, collars and tongues, plus extra wiggle room for toes, we guarantee a perfect fit straight out of the box.

A VERY SPECIAL OFFER

We would love to offer you the opportunity to sample our Comfort Concept© features for the very first time with 

Mystery, one of our best-selling favorites, at an unbeatable price. Experience true comfort, carefully designed and 

crafted in Britain, with free tracked shipping direct to your door.

Stewart Houlgrave, Hotter Comfort Concept® Founder

SUPER SOFT . LIGHTWEIGHT . CUSHIONING . FLEXIBLE . BREATHABLE

WIDTH FITTINGS . SIZES 5 TO 11 . HALF SIZES

Offer available on US resident’s first order only. No sales tax is added to the sales price. 

You will only be charged the advertised price. Offer ends 31st December 2017. For full T&C’s see www.hotterusa.com
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EVIDENTLY,
THIS IS ONE 

OF THE BEST PLACES TO BE 

WHEN YOU 

ARE AT YOUR WORST. 

Since our inception, the Mount Sinai Health System has 

challenged the boundaries of medicine through groundbreaking 

research, which has led to improved methods of diagnosing 

and treating human disease. That’s why we are so proud to  

have been recognized by U.S. News & World Report, which 

named The Mount Sinai Hospital to the Honor Roll of Best 

Hospitals in America. The Mount Sinai Hospital is one of only 

a handful of hospitals on the U.S. News  Honor Roll. Six of our 

specialties ranked among the top 20, validating our commitment 

to innovation and improved outcomes, and our team approach 

to personalized patient care. We look forward to continuing our 

groundbreaking work and giving our patients the best possible 

care, particularly when they are at their worst. For you. For life. 
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mountsinai.org
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