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By Reflections



Leaving Mozilla


I was laid off last week. Officially, I was impacted by “significant restructuring”. I never expected to become so conversant with corporate lingo. It's one of the lesser skills I acquired during my 8 years at Mozilla, mostly after Firefox OS was announced as a priority. Another lesson: companies change.


Me on the final day of my Mozilla internship in 2011

Driven by COVID-19 and the resulting economic downturn, the layoffs affected fully 25% of all employees, including long-time teammates and friends. As in the previous round of layoffs, some of the people affected were among the most passionate and talented people I have ever known. It's unfortunate that they could not all be retained.




We were each given the opportunity to share contact information and some parting words, which I appreciated. It was a nice excuse to write up my story, which I have decided to republish here:


I fired up Firefox 1.0 for the first time when I was 15 years old. A friend had suggested it to me. If nothing else, I figured that my personal website should be compatible with it.


I was amazed. I had no idea software could be so good. A user of Windows XP and Internet Explorer 6, I had assumed that all software was cold, callous, and utilitarian. To my surprise, Firefox was fast, fun, and customizable. I looked at the title bar, to the left of the word “Firefox,” and decided at that moment that I wanted to work for Mozilla.


In the years that followed, I pursued courses and job opportunities that would help me apply for an internship. I worked for an open-source research and development lab at my university. I remained at school one summer to take a C++ course that was not being offered at any other time. I spent countless hours working on my résumé and cover letter at a local coffee shop, eating slices of pizza between job summaries and exercises from Learn You a Haskell. (Not an obvious connection to Mozilla, but as it turns out, it truly helped me to understand JavaScript.)


I became an intern the next year, in 2011, awestruck and grateful beyond words. I have been working for Mozilla ever since. The feeling almost never left me.


All these years later, I am very content to be moving on. I think it's time for a change. Please reach out to me by email or by Signal message. I have become a conscientious objector to social media, so you will not find me there.



I'm disappointed to have forgotten an important detail: Spread Firefox. I was a volunteer with the grassroots campaign in my late high school years. My crowning achievement was running a contest which encouraged community members to post Firefox flyers in notable locations. I participated, of course. I was awarded with a Spread Firefox volunteer spotlight for my work. At the time, no trophy could have possibly meant more.


[image: A flyer promoting Firefox hangs on a barricade near the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree in New York City. The flyer reads, ]A flyer I posted in 2007 near the Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree in New York City to promote Firefox

All these years later, after my layoff, I am cautiously optimistic about the future of Mozilla. It goes without saying that many truly exceptional technologists remain at the company, even though many equally extraordinary employees were let go. The current situation simply lends itself to a smaller workforce. (More corporate obscurantism.)


[image: My employee badge resting against my jeans, with my name and photograph shown]


I even harbor some optimism about high-level leadership. Blasphemous, I know, but I actually mean it. I am genuinely impressed with Adam Seligman, Dan McKinley, and Roxi Wen. Adam (COO) brings a product mindset that has been desperately needed at Mozilla for years. Dan (Senior Director, Data) brings a wealth of practical experience that will help Mozilla to make good, ethical use of data. Roxi (CFO) brings a financial discipline that is crucial at this moment, even if it did contribute to my demise.


I don't know what's next for me, aside from a brief vacation to the countryside and lots of dedicated self-care. I am interested in finding a job that aligns with my passions, like usability and user experience, my experience, including JavaScript, React, Svelte, Node, and Linux, and my unexplored interests, like Deno, blockchain, the decentralized web, and programming language design. I may be interested in a role at a smaller company which includes more variety than my role at Mozilla allowed. I'm somewhat committed to staying in Rochester, NY. I would very much like to work in an office as it has been my observation that nothing beats in-person communication. (That's partly why I'm leaving social media.) Having said that, I do have nearly 10 years of experience working from home. I am inadvertently very well-prepared for this pandemic.


It has been a dream to work for Mozilla. I will miss my incredible colleagues. I will miss the inside jokes, like the quips about bread that left me and David laughing uncontrollably more than once. (People glared at us.) I will miss the mixed blessing of feeling like the least intelligent person in the room: fuel for improvement, but also self-criticism.


When traveling with Mozilla, I would often find myself deeply emotional, wondering who I should thank for the incredible experience. I still do not know the answer. I'm just glad to have been part of it.


[image: Me holding a sign with the Mozilla logo on it]
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Governor Parson, apologize to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, which responsibly disclosed data leak


Last week, I read the bizarre story of Governor Mike Parson of Missouri vowing to prosecute local journalists who notified his office of a data leak in a state website. In a press conference, he claimed that the reporters “decoded” the site's HTML in a “multi-step process,” struggling to pronounce the unfamiliar abbreviation and testing the credulity of his technologically-literate audience. (Does clicking View source involve more than one step? Perhaps among those who find mice to be confusing.)


HTML (Image by James Osborne from Pixabay)

As someone who started a career by clicking View source, I couldn't let this weird, funny, aggravating news story go. After calling the governor's office to call his actions, “respectfully, moronic,” I decided to create a change.org petition asking him to apologize, which I have copied below.




Last week, Governor Parson of Missouri vowed to prosecute reporters at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch who notified his office about a data leak in a state website. An attack ad has since been released calling the Dispatch “fake news.” I urge Governor Parson to apologize for these confused and senseless attacks on innocent journalists.


I'm a web developer with nearly twenty years of experience. I have worked at Mozilla, an important and influential internet company based in Silicon Valley. Governor Parson, I cannot convince you, but I assure you that the reporters at the Post-Dispatch did the right thing by notifying your office about this data leak. Any responsible technologist would have acted likewise.


By analogy, the reporters at the Dispatch inspected your tires, noticed that they were flat, and alerted you to that fact. They did not hack your car or flatten your tires. They simply alerted you to the fact that your tires were flat. In response, you vowed to prosecute them. Viewed this way, it is clear that your actions do not make very much sense.


I promise you that this is precisely what has happened here, except instead of tires, this situation involves social security numbers and a website. I cannot convince you that this analogy is correct, but as someone who genuinely knows what he is talking about, I implore you to listen. This is precisely what happened.


Allusions to HTML, a technology that you respectfully do not understand, do not change this fact.


Truthfully, I think you know that you are not making sense, but you see this phony controversy as an opportunity to bolster your image. I must say that you are failing. This race to the bottom is embarrassing.


Whatever the reason, and with all due respect, Governor Parson, you are not making sense. If you care about civil rights and the freedom of the press, I urge you to apologize.


Thank you.



The petition is cordial. A less forgiving text might have asked whether someone so maliciously stupid deserves to be governor. What would be achieved by making that point? It would be satisfying, of course, as it is now, but would it increase the likelihood of my message being heard? I don't think so.


As I mentioned in my previous blog post, published just before the release of The Social Dilemma, I do not hang around the enchanting digital battlegrounds of Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok. I therefore ask that you consider sharing this petition on my behalf. Don't linger too long, lest you find yourself self-radicalizing and losing friends in the name of compassion and connectedness.
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The cigarette smoke of our time


I believe that social media is the cigarette smoke of our time. Some day, our grandchildren will demand answers.


“You knew it was bad for you. Why did you keep doing it?”


(For whatever it's worth, I tweeted that sentiment in 2019, before it was cool to compare social media to cigarettes. Of course, I later deleted my account.)


#Favorites #Life #SocialMedia #Tech



Profoundly antisocial


I believe that social media is making us profoundly antisocial, profoundly unhappy, and profoundly stupid. By using it, we are becoming ineffective, misinformed, and narrow-minded. I believe that we would be better off without social media or with a radically different form of it.
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The dirty little secret of social media


A keynote speaker once made an interesting observation that I hadn't previously considered. “The dirty little secret of social media,” she said, “is that people mainly use it to brag about themselves and only incidentally see what others are up to.”


I think she's right.


#Life #Quotes #SocialMedia #Tech



The purpose of communication on social media


On social media, communication is not about learning. It's not about listening. It's certainly not about changing our minds. Instead, communication serves to score points, to show others how smart and how moral we are, to perform. It's no wonder we can't get along when we use it.
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Believing true things, even when it isn't easy


I want to believe as many true things and as few false things as possible. Although it's often painful, I appreciate when evidence proves me wrong. The alternative is worse; running away from uncomfortable truths brings neither comfort nor growth.
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Getting rid of things is not hard


As a contrarian minimalist, pack rat tendencies interest me. In particular, I've been thinking about how much time some people spend parting with their possessions.


Getting rid of things is not hard. I could throw all of my belongings in garbage bags or call a company to clear out my apartment. However, it's challenging to decide which material things to keep. It's hard to figure out which items spark joy.


Getting rid of things is not hard. Keeping things is.
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Being right


Being right is not the same as being effective.


#Life #Maxims



Scolded and judged


I don't know anyone who has genuinely changed their mind as a result of being scolded and judged.
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Better is not always better


The other day, I was listening to an interview with John Carmack wherein he described his use of the Finger protocol early in his career. The Finger protocol, which predates modern blogging, enables the publication of status updates, simple maxims, and even longer essays. There are no likes, no comments, and no news feeds. Readers need to seek out content that interests them.


It strikes me that thoughts is very similar. I appreciate that it doesn't offer “modern” social networking features. I don't learn much from hot takes; I'm not sure anyone does. If you disagree with something I write and are genuinely interested in the subject, let's have a real conversation about it. I also welcome thoughtful written rebuttals. Comment sections don't foster these things.


Better is not always better. Ancient wisdom.
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Not discussing politics with people who use social media


I once considered adopting a rule that I would not discuss politics with anyone who uses social media.


Consider why we don't discuss politics during holiday meals. We understand that, over the course of a single dinner, we cannot possibly compete with the thousands of hours that our family members have spent watching cable news that year. In the same way, I know that my perspective, my opinions, and my questions cannot possibly make sense to most people who are subjected to hours of misinformation, half-truths, and confirmation from social media each day.


I immediately realized that my rule was unworkable. Likewise, it would have been impossible to completely avoid second-hand smoke several decades ago. Still, I think it's a good rule in theory. I hope for a future when more people recognize its appropriateness.
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Different John Karahalis


For whatever it's worth, I'm not the John Karahalis who occasionally writes short opinions in the New York Daily News.


To be clear, I'm not taking a position on those opinions. I just don't like talking about religion or politics in public, for the most part. I don't find it to be productive.


If there's ever any doubt, I'm John C. Karahalis, hence the openjck moniker I sometimes use.
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What are “likes” really worth?


Before leaving Facebook, I ran a little social experiment. I wanted to determine how many people were actually paying attention.


My posts began triumphantly. “I'm so proud to have finally made a dream come true.” The last sentence would likewise contain subtle gloating. Only the sentences in the middle gave it away. “There is no dream. Nothing came true. I just want to know who's reading this.” I included a photo of myself smiling, surrounded by friends, for good measure.


I received a surprising number of likes. Some people congratulated me. Another dirty little secret of social media: many people aren't actually paying attention.


We change what we write based on what garners likes. We change who we are based on what garners likes. What are those likes really worth? Not much, apparently.
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Online behavior and the need for subtle feedback


I'm interested in how social media relates to embarrassment. How far back does one need to travel through their feed before finding content that is embarrassing in hindsight? On Facebook, it's sometimes years. Only then does one unearth photos of funny hairstyles and bizarre fashion statements. I hope they can laugh about it. We all have those photos.


I hate to say this, but on TikTok, the most recent videos are sometimes the most humiliating. What is it about TikTok that inspires users to humiliate themselves? Is it a desire for fame? Recognition? Fitting in?


I'm not being very delicate here. I wish I could find it in my heart to be kinder, but the effect is real. Unfortunately, I think some TikTok creators would really benefit from some honest feedback about this.


Perhaps this happens because social media obscures honest feedback. As Jaron Lanier has observed, people who post on social media either get upvotes from fans or angry comments from assholes. Everyone else—the silent, uncomfortable majority—stays out of it. The content might make them cringe, but they don't care enough to write a comment saying so.


As others have suggested, we may need a digital equivalent to the awkward pause.
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Read-only social media accounts


I know many people who maintain “read-only” social media accounts. They have no intention of posting anything, but they want to see what other people are up to.


Years ago, it occurred to me that social media platforms discourage this. Almost all social media accounts include the ability to post content, whether or not the user actually intends to do so. Even my Twitch account, which I created to comment on video game streams, allows me to create my own stream. I have no interest in becoming a streamer.


It's easy to see why platforms do this: tempting users in this way is good for business. Among the millions of people who create read-only accounts, some percentage of them end up posting content anyway simply because it's easy to do so. Something similar happened to me when I created a Facebook account many years ago. I promised myself that I wouldn't like, comment, or post. That promise didn't last very long.


I find this to be so peculiar. There's no law of nature requiring that social media platforms give megaphones to people who would otherwise be passive readers, and yet this design choice is so ubiquitous that we don't even notice it. Would it be going too far to call this a dark pattern?


Perhaps this is another topic for Congress, in addition to requiring that tech companies collaborate on databases of phishing sites. We know that social media incentivizes outrageous and polarizing content. Why are we making it easier for people to yell at each other?
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BeReal


BeReal is interesting. A newly-popular social network, it allows users to photograph and share one moment per day during a randomly-determined, two-minute window. The thinking is that this will discourage curation. Users will see their friends as they really are, not as they pretend to be.


I'm not convinced. BeReal might limit fakery, but I think pretension will evolve rather than perish in this new environment.


Regardless, BeReal doesn't address the vast majority of problems with social media. I predict that users will still suffer from confirmation bias, addiction, misinformation, targeted advertising, privacy degradation, and the myriad other harms caused by social media.
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Publicity stunts


I find it strange that we rarely hear the term “publicity stunt” anymore, when they seem more common than ever.
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Confirmation bias on social media


Social media is a confirmation bias machine. Facebook, for instance, is a great place to hear what we already believe. It's a terrible place to learn from the other and confront the weaknesses of our own arguments.


Is it any surprise, then, that political extremism, conspiracy theories, and pseudoscience are flourishing?
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Vegan Banana Chocolate Chip Muffins


This recipe is adapted from a recipe on the blog Merry Merzville , which is in turn adapted from The Joy of Vegan Baking by Colleen Patrick-Goudreau. My modifications are pretty minor. This recipe would not exist without theirs.


Vegan Banana Chocolate Chip Muffins, straight out of the oven and ready to eat

Beyond that, let’s not bury the lede. The story behind these muffins isn’t that interesting. I know what you’re here for.





  
    Deciding what is true
    

  
  
Deciding what is true


I'm frequently disappointed that, in general, people don't independently analyze claims. Rather, people join teams and allow those teams to decide for them what is true.
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    Blind spots
    

  
  
Blind spots


I don't want this blog to come off as holier-than-thou. I am guilty or have been guilty of many of the things I criticize, especially when it comes to social media. I also know that I have blind spots. I just hope that my blind spots are different than the blind spots of others. I want to share my perspective and learn from the perspectives of others.


#Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    The foundational medical advice of the future
    

  
  
The foundational medical advice of the future


The foundational medical advice of the future may sound something like this: eat well, stay physically active, don't smoke, and avoid social media.


#Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Michael Pollan-style advice on social media use
    

  
  
Michael Pollan-style advice on social media use


In 2008, Michael Pollan coined the following phrase as a simple summary of his nutritional advice:


Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.



Maybe we need equally simple advice for this new, “social” (actually, profoudnly antisocial) world we live in. Maybe it should be something like:


Use the web. Not too much. Mostly learn from experts.


#Life #Maxims #SocialMedia #Tech #TechTips




  
    The Ten Commandments of Computer Security for Mere Mortals
    

  
  
The Ten Commandments of Computer Security for Mere Mortals


Not long ago, an acquaintance had their identity stolen. The case was rather serious, with the perpetrators draining thousands of dollars from the victim’s bank accounts.


[image: A man's hand is shown holding a coffee cup near a computer]Image by Peter Olexa from Pixabay

At that time, I began to refine a list of ten common-sense security guidelines that the victim could observe to avoid a repeat of the ordeal. I came to think of the list as The Ten Commandments of Computer Security for Mere Mortals. They are provided below:



	Accept that you cannot buy security; no product or service alone will keep you safe.



	Use passkeys wherever they are supported, as they are much more secure than passwords and much easier to use.



	Use a password manager, perhaps the one built into your device, to remember passkeys, to remember multi-factor codes, and to generate and remember unique, random passwords for services that do not support passkeys.



	Update software regularly. (Yes, unfortunately, this usually needs to be done even if the new version of the software changes things in a way you don’t like.)



	Update hardware (phones, tablets, computers, etc.) when they’re so old that the they stop receiving software updates.



	Understand when you're installing software, and only install software you trust. Never click Yes (or similar) when you don’t know what you’re doing.



	Treat all unsolicited pop-ups, emails, text messages, phone calls, and links as guilty until proven innocent.



	Be suspicious of anyone claiming to be technical support or a government official, as well as anyone who pressures you to act quickly or not talk to others.



	Use a reliable email service/app like Gmail, Outlook, Yahoo Mail, Proton Mail, or Fastmail that accurately detects and hides malicious emails.



	Keep everything backed up at all times.




There are some caveats with these commandments, of course. I have found that Gmail, at least, is getting worse at detecting spam and phishing emails. Some programs like Malwarebytes and AdGuard can be helpful when their limitations are genuinely appreciated and they are not considered panaceas. The list could also highlight that the benefits of VPNs are dramatically overstated.


Still, at this point in time, I think these are good guidelines. They are designed to counter credential stuffing, phishing, social engineering, scams, ransomware, and more. I imagine that anyone following them would be safer than 99% of people.


Unlike the real Ten Commandments, these guidelines are not written in stone, literally or metaphorically. Technology changes, and I strive to update this advice to account for those changes. The commandments were last updated on April 9, 2026.


#Life #Tech #TechTips




  
    Living by example
    

  
  
Living by example


“Never proclaim yourself a philosopher, nor make much talk among the ignorant about your principles, but show them by actions. Thus, at an entertainment, do not discourse how people ought to eat, but eat as you ought… For sheep do not hastily throw up the grass to show the shepherds how much they have eaten, but, inwardly digesting their food, they produce it outwardly in wool and milk.”


—The Enchiridion of Epictetus


The irony of this post is not lost on me. This micro-blog exists to communicate my ideas.


At the same time, I've adopted this approach in other contexts, on other topics that are very important to me. Boasting and moral posturing can be satisfying, but they don't achieve much. In some cases, they can even be counter-productive, turning reasonable people away from ideas and causes that we care about. There is a fine line between grandstanding and judging others, and as I've written previously, I don't know anyone who has genuinely changed their mind as a result of being scolded and judged.


It's unfortunate that social media encourages grandstanding when it can be so harmful. Why are we so angry, resentful, and divided? Perhaps we should follow the kudos.
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    The Social Media Mirage
    

  
  
The Social Media Mirage


I've been guilty of what I criticize in social media. Among other things, I was never as smart or as clever as my Facebook notifications made me believe. It was all a mirage.
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    What amusing or unimportant skill are you expert at?
    

  
  
What amusing or unimportant skill are you expert at?


It may be true that everyone is a genius at something. There is someone on Earth who is better than anyone else at small talk. Someone is the world champion of adapting recipes or napping for just the right amount of time.


It can be fun to search for these abilities in others. What are you a prodigy of? Is someone you know expert at something amusing or unimportant? Consider sharing it with me. Don't comment here; comments are intentionally disabled because they are often so counter-productive. Instead, let's have a conversation about it. If we haven't met, you can find my email address on my website.
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    Skepticism
    

  
  
Skepticism


I consider myself a skeptic. I try not to believe anything that isn't supported by commensurate evidence. In my mind, a claim is a sacred thing, something to be carefully considered, not taken for granted or believed for some practical purpose.


Moderation is important, of course, but this is my default outlook. I want to know what's true about the world. Very little is more important to me.


Maintaining credibility is useful, too. I want others to take my views seriously. That might be harder if I had a reputation for believing things that aren't true.
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    Premium cost, freeloader experience
    

  
  
Premium cost, freeloader experience


I pay for YouTube Premium, but I find YouTube so effective at directing my attention that I've completely disabled the app on my phone. As an alternative, I've painstakingly set up Firefox Beta with Unhook, an add-on that removes YouTube's most addictive components. (It feels wrong to call them features.) When I'm using my phone, I only watch YouTube through this browser.


I'm struck that even paying customers are subject to addictive, engagement-driven designs that serve to increase ad impressions, despite the fact that they see no ads. Does YouTube, or any other company for that matter, care when their paying customers want their product to be less addictive?


edit (2026-01-26): You no longer need Firefox Beta to install Unhook. It now works fine on the normal version of Firefox for Android.
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    Playing back opinions
    

  
  
Playing back opinions


I'm struck by this point made by Josh Faga in his article Starving for Wisdom:


It used to be the case that we had to make up our mind about something. But, the advent of modern mediums has been so successful at packaging intellectual positions into digestible vitamins that they have essentially “made up our minds” for us.


We don't make up our minds at all. Instead, we are presented a pre-packaged intellectual position that the medium we consume it over conveniently places into our minds for us; a process not too dissimilar from placing a CD into a CD player. Then, also not too dissimilar from a CD player, when in the appropriate situations, we are conditioned to push a button and “play back” the opinion that was burned on the CD.


To complete the feedback loop, whenever we 'play the songs' on our CD players, we are rewarded by those that have the same CD. We regurgitate the opinions and information we consume to the group of people that have also consumed it and receive our reward for having successfully consumed and spit back what we have 'learned'. This process is at the bottom of our ideologically possessed and polarized political landscape. We are educating, organizing, and rewarding ourselves for simply putting a CD in a CD player and pressing play.
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    Drowning and starving
    

  
  
Drowning and starving


“We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom.”


—E. O. Wilson
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    Technology and human nature
    

  
  
Technology and human nature


“The unleashed power of the atom has changed everything save our modes of thinking.”


—Albert Einstein
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    How to give gifts
    

  
  
How to give gifts


As someone who is fairly minimalistic and tries to be charitable, I generally don't like exchanging gifts. When the podcast Hidden Brain recently published an episode about gift-giving, then, I had to listen. For this episode, Hidden Brain host Shankar Vedantam interviewed CMU professor Jeff Galak about scientific research into this subject.


Some findings surprised me. For example, researchers found that givers generally believe the element of surprise is crucial, whereas recipients care very little about surprise. They also discovered that recipients often appreciate inexpensive, sentimental gifts, like framed photos, significantly more than strictly material gifts that are much more expensive.


Other findings confirmed my intuitions. Recipients tend to value experiences over things, when all is said and done. Givers also optimize for the moment the gift is opened, hoping to witness a joyous reaction, whereas recipients care much more about how the gift will serve them in the long term. A funny mug garners a laugh, but does it really benefit the recipient?


One finding was particularly depressing, but ultimately unsurprising: gift-giving makes terrible economic sense. Someone with $100 to spend on themselves is very likely to spend it on something that they value at $100. However, a $100 gift is very unlikely to be worth $100 to the recipient unless the giver is psychic. When we consider that adults often reciprocate gifts with gifts of similar monetary value, it's clear that almost everyone loses. We would be better off buying things for ourselves. (Of course, the world at large would be better off if we donated our time and money instead.)


Ultimately, givers and receivers do a pretty poor job of understanding each other, despite their experiences in both roles. Galak's advice to givers? Just ask your recipients what they want. They may not mind and their answers might surprise you. Better yet, in my opinion, spend time doing something special with the recipient. If you end up spending less money, consider donating to an effective charity with the funds you would have spent on material things.


I can't do the episode justice in this short summary, so I really recommend listening to the whole thing. Our traditions around gifting need to evolve. This episode could help.
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    The Generational GPS Divide
    

  
  
The Generational GPS Divide


It’s so interesting watching older generations use GPS. My parents treat its directions as just one input into their decision-making process, like the clueless advice of an apathetic gas station attendant, whereas I just do whatever Google Maps tells me. I guess old driving habits die hard.


They might say I'm too dependent on technology. Maybe they have a point.


#Life #Tech




  
    Offering medical advice online
    

  
  
Offering medical advice online


Although I strive to only relay accurate, evidence-based information, when I'm asked about medical issues or given the opportunity to comment, I nonetheless habitually remind listeners that I'm not a doctor and that my advice should be taken with a grain of salt. I think this is especially important online, where commentary from a medical doctor and commentary from a nutjob are visually indistinguishable.


How many conspiracy theorists and self-certified Facebook epidemiologists do this?
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    Renting a small movie theater
    

  
  
Renting a small movie theater


I hope movie theaters move to a private rental model. I would pay good money to watch a classic movie with a handful of friends in a small theater with a good sound system and some popcorn.


Many theaters offer something like this, but it's pricey and the movie options are extremely limited. With smaller theaters (2-5 seats), simpler accommodations, and customer-provided media (e.g., via movie rental apps), maybe it could be made less expensive, with more options.
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    Cults
    

  
  
Cults


We need to do away with the myth that cults are simply religions that are new, strange, or misunderstood.


Unitarian Universalism is very new, having formed in 1961. Few people really understand the group and it is unusual in its acceptance of diverse beliefs. Still, I don't think it's especially dangerous, destructive, or controlling at this time.


Cults punish disobedience. They demonize doubt. They rip families apart, attack critics, and teach that critical thinking is a trap. They convince their adherents that the world is out to get them and they demand that authority is never questioned. Cults treat dissent like a virus, hastily exiling nonconformists and freethinkers before their views can spread. They treat their doctrine as perfect and their people as disposable. (Of course, their doctrine can become more perfect over time.)


Focusing on beliefs misses the point. All religious groups espouse beliefs which others find strange, but not all religious groups behave this way.


Cults destroy lives. When we fail to label them properly, we give cover to that destruction.
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    Division entrepreneurs
    

  
  
Division entrepreneurs


“Twitter and TikTok and all of the engagement economy companies are rewarding people, paying people in likes and comments and influence, for discovering the fault lines in society and inflaming them. That is, they are paid to be division entrepreneurs.”


—Aza Raskin on Your Undivided Attention
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    One Click Safer
    

  
  
One Click Safer


I support the the Center for Humane Technology's One Click Safer proposal for safeguarding social media. The concept is simple: instead of allowing users to reshare content indefinitely, social media platforms should remove the share button once a piece of content is two hops from its original source. If people three degrees from the author continue to find the content valuable, they would need to use copy and paste to share it further. In fact, I would go even further and propose that social media platforms remove the share button altogether; it's a simpler proposal that would be easier to explain.


In either case, these ideas make eminent sense to me. Sharing is a kind of chain reaction, and sharing on social media is completely uncontrolled at the moment. Physicists have a term for uncontrolled chain reactions: explosions. Yes, social media is dropping bombs on society daily, bombs of misinformation, lies, hatred, and outrage. Like the control rods of nuclear reactors, which slow fission enough to prevent meltdowns so that useful energy can be harvested, social media needs digital control rods, so that we can harness the power of information without destroying ourselves.
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    The internet used to be fun
    

  
  
The internet used to be fun


The internet used to be fun.


I just encountered a funny Easter egg in the Wask shop of strange objects, darted off a quick email to the owner expressing my delight, and immediately received a response thanking me for noticing. There were no likes, no Retweets, and no comments from onlookers. My reputation didn't improve and I didn't gain any followers. Instead, two strangers connected over a common sense of humor and shared a quick laugh.


Isn't this what the internet was supposed to be about?
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    The new face of spam
    

  
  
The new face of spam


I dislike when companies treat their customers like free, full-time product reviewers. I don't mind using email filters, but average users shouldn't be burdened to set them up, especially when the list of forbidden phrases becomes as long as mine has:

	please review us!

	Feedback Request

	Please rate your visit

	How would you rate the support you received?

	How was your recent order?

	How was your visit?

	How did we do?

	Please tell us what you think about

	you have a new item to review

	you have new items to review

	have a minute?

	Complete a short survey

	We want your feedback



This is just one of many email filters I maintain. I have another for things like privacy policy updates which is almost as long. Then there's promotional email: coupons, limited time offers, and so on. We used to call this kind of thing spam. What happened?
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    Science is a verb
    

  
  
Science is a verb


I think of science as a verb, a process for discovering what's true, rather than a body of knowledge. Some people might say it's a process for discovering what's not true; that might be more accurate. In either case, when I run into people who distrust science, I wonder if they see it the same way.
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    Be heard or move on
    

  
  
Be heard or move on


When we talk to others one-on-one, especially about difficult topics, we have a responsibility to ensure that our message is heard. However, if it becomes clear that the message won't be heard, because the listener isn't genuinely curious and open-minded, we owe it to the listener and to ourselves to move on. This fact seems obvious, yet we seem to continually forget it.
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    Dylan Marron on empathy
    

  
  
Dylan Marron on empathy


“Empathy is not endorsement.”


—Dylan Marron
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    Ideology
    

  
  
Ideology


I’ve been an ideologue at times. I’m sure I still am in certain ways, in ways I don’t even notice. Perhaps we all are. Still, I find ideology exhausting and uninteresting. I rarely enjoy talking to people about meaningful issues when I can predict their beliefs. For this reason and others, I’m frequently saddened that our current environment has made so many of my peers so closed-minded. Of course, it wouldn’t be right for me to end this post without blaming social media, and true to form, I do believe the filter bubbles of social media play no small part in this phenomenon.
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    Be yourself
    

  
  
Be yourself


“Be yourself; everyone else is already taken.”


—Unknown (often incorrectly attributed to Oscar Wilde)
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    Interoperability
    

  
  
Interoperability


It's 2023. We have incredible technology like DALL·E 2 and ChatGPT, but iPhoto and Google Photos still can't collaborate on a shared photo album. Texting is even worse. Then there's collaborative playlists, collaborative note-taking, videoconferencing, the transmission of large files, and so much more. Any of these things can be achieved if all participants are using the same software, but different applications with similar capabilities refuse to work with one other. If I use Spotify and you use Apple Music… too bad.


This is understandable, but so unnecessary. I can't even imagine how much time and energy we lose to this segmentation. Interoperability matters.
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    Antisocial media
    

  
  
Antisocial media


Every day, there's a new story about how social media inspired someone to commit mass murder, engage in political violence, withhold healthcare from their children, or steal a car. That's in addition to the division and envy these platforms create between friends and family every day.


It's important to remember that these aren't neutral platforms. They decide what we see. The shape our reality. Even worse, as Jaron Lanier explains, they manipulate us. They intentionally make us angry.


It begs the question: when will we finally start calling it antisocial media?
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    Conformist non-conformity
    

  
  
Conformist non-conformity


I endeavor not to be a conformist nonconformist.
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    Cable news and TikTok
    

  
  
Cable news and TikTok


I'm sorry to say this, but of the two people in my life who are most misinformed about current events, one is addicted to cable news and the other is addicted to TikTok. I think they would despise each other, yet they're more alike than they realize.
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    Pack animals
    

  
  
Pack animals


“[When social media makes us behave like pack animals], we become obsessed with and controlled by a pecking order. We pounce on those below us, lest we be demoted, and we do our best to flatter and snipe at those above us at the same time. Our peers flicker between 'ally' and 'enemy' so quickly that we cease to perceive them as individuals… The only constant basis of friendship is shared antagonism toward other packs.”


—Jaron Lanier in Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now


I'm afraid I've seen this happen often in Facebook groups. Pleasing the in-group and attacking the out-group are primary objectives. To hell with learning from the other side and bettering ourselves; it's better to ascend the ranks by espousing ever-more extreme views and by demonstrating allegiance through performative discourse. The results are unsurprising, with hostility, righteous indignation, closed-mindedness, and emotional and intellectual fragility on display for all to see.
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    Technology is evolving faster than we are
    

  
  
Technology is evolving faster than we are


I tweeted the following on April 2nd, 2019, about one month before deleting my account:


Our technology is evolving faster than we are. We have built ourselves a twenty-first century library when we possess stone-age critical thinking skills. What did we think was going to happen?



I later learned that Dr. E.O. Wilson once made a similar point, in a statement often quoted by the Center for Humane Technology:


The real problem of humanity is the following: We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions and godlike technology.



His version may be better than mine. I'm just glad I'm not alone.
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    Power
    

  
  
Power


When others are unkind or unpleasant, I take comfort in the power I have over them: the power to lose respect for them. No one can force me to feel otherwise.
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    Texting
    

  
  
Texting


Text-based conversation is inherently hazardous. I’ve known too many people who can be jerks in writing, despite being pleasant in person, to believe otherwise. I myself have done the same too many times to believe otherwise. We didn’t evolve to talk this way to the extent we do. Facial expressions, tone of voice, and body language are so important, as is the compassion that shared space instills.


Of course, none of this excuses (anti)social media, which is even more terrible for so many reasons, like a house of horrors built along a fault line.
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    Forcing a reaction
    

  
  
Forcing a reaction


I've been listening to The Attention Merchants, my first foray into the world of audiobooks, having begrudgingly ceded more freedom to DRM. I was struck by this passage, discussing the disillusionment of Walter Lippmann, a journalist and media critic:


“Any communication, Lippmann came to see, is potentially propagandistic, in the sense of propagating a view. For it presents one set of facts, or one perspective, fostering or weakening some 'stereotype' held by the mind. It is fair to say, then, that any and all information that one consumes—pays attention to—will have some influence, even if just forcing a reaction.”


—Tim Wu in The Attention Merchants


It's easy to notice this happening today. So many memes, videos, and tweets advance ludicrously simplistic perspectives. Fake news spreads 6 times more quickly than true news. Whether we agree or disagree with the content we see, we react, and antisocial media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok monetize those reactions.


If Lippmann is correct that “any and all information that one consumes… forces a reaction,” and if the information we consume today is vast, simplistic, and even wrong, then perhaps we shouldn't be surprised by the extreme reactions we witness.
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    Becoming a jerk
    

  
  
Becoming a jerk


Don't let anyone make you a jerk, no matter how pure their intentions.
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    Touching grass
    

  
  
Touching grass


“As anyone who has actually gone outside to touch grass will attest, what you see in social media is typically so exaggerated and distorted that it may as well be entirely fictional.”


—Viktor in Are you okay?
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    Not all science
    

  
  
Not all science


Not all science is created equal.
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    The power of advertising
    

  
  
The power of advertising


“The advertising man is the enfant terrible of the time, unabashed before the eternities. He does not conceal his awareness of the fact that he is the cornerstone of the most respectable American institutions; the newspapers and magazines depend on him; Literature and Journalism are his hand maidens. Even war needs him.”


—S. N. Behrman in The New Republic, 1919


Do social media advertisers realize they have the same power today, by funding the new engines of literature, journalism, and war?
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    Changing my beliefs
    

  
  
Changing my beliefs


I don’t generally change my beliefs based on what’s popular, convenient, or expected of me. Being raised in a religion and a religious community I now repudiate inoculated me against that. This doesn’t always make life easier, but it’s who I am.
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    Somehow…
    

  
  
Somehow…


“Somehow, we survived as a culture for centuries without exposing ourselves to thousands of profit-driven manipulations dumped on our living room carpet all day, every day.”


—Seth Godin in Shields up
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    Small habits
    

  
  
Small habits


Small habits, repeated consistently, add up fast.
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    Seth's Blog
    

  
  
Seth's Blog


I'm really enjoying Seth's Blog. Today, he published an excellent, short post about why proper data archival is so important.


Passwords are lost, providers are hacked, and people pass away. Moreover, as Seth mentions, most companies aren't incentivized to make data reliability a priority because data reliability isn't exciting. Besides, human beings aren't very good at making long-term decisions. Very few people are clamoring for safeguards that will help them in ten years.


The lesson? Back up your data! Make extra copies of important files and share them with people you trust. If you have the need and the means, work with a company that truly understands archival. Otherwise, you may find, at the least opportune moment, that no one is doing it for you.


#Life #Tech #TechTips




  
    What counts as evidence, according to Carl Sagan
    

  
  
What counts as evidence, according to Carl Sagan


“What counts is not what sounds plausible, not what we would like to believe, not what one or two witnesses claim, but only what is supported by hard evidence rigorously and skeptically examined. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.”


—Carl Sagan
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    TikTok addicts
    

  
  
TikTok addicts


I genuinely worry about people who use TikTok heavily.
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    Learning the hard way
    

  
  
Learning the hard way


It pains me to watch others learn the hard way, and yet, almost every important word of caution was inspired by someone doing just that.
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    Skepticism and cynicism
    

  
  
Skepticism and cynicism


There's a fine line between being a skeptic and being a cynic. In fact, there may be no line at all, but inevitable overlap.


I'm not sure I like that.
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    Wegmans and Whole Foods in Rochester
    

  
  
Wegmans and Whole Foods in Rochester


I think less of Wegmans for its obviously anti-competitive actions against Whole Foods in Rochester.


#Life




  
    Science, technology, and society
    

  
  
Science, technology, and society


“We live in a society absolutely dependent on science and technology and yet have cleverly arranged things so that almost no one understands science and technology. That’s a clear prescription for disaster.”


—Carl Sagan
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    Preaching to the choir
    

  
  
Preaching to the choir


When did preaching to the choir become such a virtue? I can take a guess.


#Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Do I want it to be true?
    

  
  
Do I want it to be true?


We should ask ourselves these questions more often than we do: Is this true, or is this only thought to be true by people in my circles? Do I want it to be true?
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    Carl Sagan on scientists changing their minds
    

  
  
Carl Sagan on scientists changing their minds


“In science it often happens that scientists say, 'You know that's a really good argument; my position is mistaken,' and then they would actually change their minds and you never hear that old view from them again. They really do it. It doesn't happen as often as it should, because scientists are human and change is sometimes painful. But it happens every day.”


—Carl Sagan
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    Engaging with our ideological opponents
    

  
  
Engaging with our ideological opponents


When we don’t engage with our ideological opponents, our arguments weaken and our naivete becomes painfully obvious to them. When we don’t engage with our ideological opponents, we also don't notice this.
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    Believing what we want
    

  
  
Believing what we want


Never underestimate the power of the human mind to believe what it wants.
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    Motivations and justifications
    

  
  
Motivations and justifications


Should we eat healthy foods because it’s good for our minds and bodies or because it’s the right thing to do? The latter is simpler and more poignant, but it’s meaningless without the former. Maybe we need both, rational justifications to inspire change followed by simple rules that motivate more immediately gratifying habits. This order may be important, too; some find it difficult to follow rules without reason.
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    Digital cigarettes and digital habits
    

  
  
Digital cigarettes and digital habits


I think of social media like the cigarettes of our time. Of course, cigarettes still exist, but most people today understand their harms and abstain from them. Not so with social media.


One consequence of thinking this way is that I’m particularly horrified when I see very young children using social media. They’re inhaling digital tar and forming habits that will be difficult to unlearn, but the cartoon characters and DIY slime videos make it seem okay.
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    Carl Sagan on science as a way of thinking
    

  
  
Carl Sagan on science as a way of thinking


“Science is more than a body of knowledge, it's a way of thinking. A way of skeptically interrogating the universe with a fine understanding of human fallibility. If we are not able to ask skeptical questions, to interrogate those who tell us that something is true, to be skeptical of those in authority, then we're up for grabs for the next charlatan… who comes ambling along.”


—Carl Sagan
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    Helpless help
    

  
  
Helpless help


Stop helping people who don’t want to help themselves.
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    Nature and culture
    

  
  
Nature and culture


Not everything that is natural is good. Not everything that is unnatural is bad.
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    Ripping apart the social fabric
    

  
  
Ripping apart the social fabric


“We have created tools that are ripping apart the social fabric… It is eroding the core foundations of how people behave.”


—Chamath Palihapitiya, former VP of Growth, Mobile, and International at Facebook, in a conversation at Stanford
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    Allowing others to control us
    

  
  
Allowing others to control us


“If a person had delivered up your body to some passer-by, you would certainly be angry. And do you feel no shame in delivering up your own mind to any reviler, to be disconcerted and confounded?”


—The Enchiridion of Epictetus


Even this English translation is difficult to parse. I read it like this: if we wouldn't want others to physically control us, why do we allow others to control our minds by getting under our skin?
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    UFOs
    

  
  
UFOs


Mick West's skeptical analysis of recent UFO videos blew my mind. It's so clear that there are reasonable, natural explanations for these sightings, yet even some in government seem convinced that something else is going on. It's a nice reminder that the government is made up of people, and people don't always think critically. We believe what we want and we ignore contrary opinions. We insist on getting a second opinion before scheduling car repairs, but we accept that grainy, black and white videos might prove the existence of extraterrestrial visitors.


As Professor David Kipping reminds his viewers toward the end of the video, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence, and the evidence in these videos isn't even mildly significant. Call me when we have a video of an alien pilot turning knobs in the cockpit.
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    Boring Report
    

  
  
Boring Report


I'm intrigued by Boring Report, a news aggregator that uses artificial intelligence to offer “boring” coverage of current events, free of sensationalism and clickbait. As one example, it offered the following headline:


Shakira and Lewis Hamilton Spend Time Together in Miami



for an article originally titled:


Newly-single Shakira enjoys cosy boat trip with Lewis Hamilton just days after pair were spotted at secret dinner



It's not perfect, but I like it. Imagine if all news read this way. How much more normal would the world feel?
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    Fake, brittle popularity
    

  
  
Fake, brittle popularity


“We curate our lives around this perceived sense of perfection because we get rewarded in these short-term signals—hearts, likes, thumbs up—and we conflate that with value and we conflate it with truth, and instead, what it really is is fake, brittle popularity.”


—Chamath Palihapitiya, former VP of Growth, Mobile, and International at Facebook, in a conversation at Stanford
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    Speaking to each other outside the persuasion labyrinth
    

  
  
Speaking to each other outside the persuasion labyrinth


“We need to find a way back to reality, and the only way to do that is to have conversations that aren’t mediated by technology that is financed and animated by third parties who hope to persuade us. We must fight to speak to each other outside of the persuasion labyrinth.”


—Jaron Lanier in Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now
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    East to west, you'll need rest
    

  
  
East to west, you'll need rest


Some time ago, I came up with a little mnemonic to remember how direction of travel affects flight times:


East to west, you'll need rest. West to east, not in the least.



That's right, flying eastbound is faster than flying westbound along a similar route. For example, flying from California to New York takes about 5 hours, but flying from New York to California takes about 6 hours. The difference is not caused by Earth's rotation, but rather the jet streams.
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    Every explanation fits the past
    

  
  
Every explanation fits the past


I'm not sure where I heard this, but it beautifully summarizes an important issue:


Every explanation fits the past.



In other words, any theory can be molded to agree with previous observations. A theory's usefulness and validity depends more so on whether it can correctly guess what will happen in the future, whether it has predictive power.


edit (2026-01-30): Although I'm not certain, I vaguely remember the quote coming from Scott Adams, who was interviewed on a podcast I listen to. Scott Adams had some good ideas, lots of bad ones, some crazy beliefs, and some strange, unexplainable political allegiances. That doesn't make the observation any less valid. Life is messy.
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    Better than I found it
    

  
  
Better than I found it


“I want to leave the world better than I found it.”


I used to say that, but I've come to appreciate that many things are not within my control. Through no fault of my own and despite my best efforts, the world may very well worsen in the future. Society may be devastated by climate change, nuclear war, artificial intelligence, or social media. Would that be a personal failure? Of course not.


I later settled on alternative wording: I want to leave the world better than it would have been without me. Even that sometimes seems impossible, given my contributions to pollution and my consumption of limited resources, given the number of ants I've inadvertently stepped on, and so on. Still, it seems like a more reasonable goal.
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    Hearing what we want to hear
    

  
  
Hearing what we want to hear


“A man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.”


—Paul Simon
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    Don't confuse a "like" with affirmation
    

  
  
Don't confuse a “like” with affirmation


“Social media users see affirmation when they receive a thumbs-up or a heart. But that's not really why we're sending them.”


—Chris Taylor in The 'Like' doesn't mean what you think it means
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    Enshittification
    

  
  
Enshittification


I know I'm late to the party, but Cory Doctorow's essay on “enshittification” is brilliant.


Here is how platforms die: first, they are good to their users; then they abuse their users to make things better for their business customers; finally, they abuse those business customers to claw back all the value for themselves. Then, they die.



—Cory Doctorow in Tiktok's enshittification
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    Use an ad blocker
    

  
  
Use an ad blocker


Every so often, I'm reminded that the web is almost unusable without an ad blocker. I'm amazed anyone can tolerate it for more than 10 seconds.


Use an ad blocker.


I recommend AdGuard because it's thoughtfully designed. It has the user interface I've always wanted from an ad blocker, where the user can select broad categories of ads and annoyances to block or pick and choose from more specific filters, which are hidden by default. uBlock Origin is more popular with technologists, but I find its settings UI to be overwhelming.


I genuinely believe in supporting publishers, but not through modern advertising. If a website you like offers an ad-free experience for some price, consider paying for it. Otherwise, I think you're more than justified in using an ad blocker to protect yourself from the sludge being thrown at you. Doing so is arguably an ethical obligation. Online advertising has completely run amok, harming our privacy, our digital security, and our sanity. The attention economy it fuels has tremendously harmful downstream consequences—addiction, misinformation, political extremism—that threaten society at large.


Use an ad blocker.
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    Performance and conversation
    

  
  
Performance and conversation


Conversation is not performance. Performance is not conversation.


#Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Video demonstration of Earth's rotation and airspeed
    

  
  
Video demonstration of Earth's rotation and airspeed


As harmful as TikTok and YouTube shorts can be, in terms of spreading misinformation, shortening attention spans, and so on, I really love Mark Rober's new short video explaining why Earth's rotation does not affect airspeed. I linked to an article that discusses this in earlier post, but as usual, Mark's demonstration is much more clear.
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    Paul McCartney and artificial intelligence
    

  
  
Paul McCartney and artificial intelligence


I've written before that AI could be used to produce new Beatles albums, and now Sir Paul McCartney says artificial intelligence has enabled a 'final' Beatles song.
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    Email is dying
    

  
  
Email is dying


Email is dying. So many people never see the emails I send them, only paying attention to Signal, Slack, SMS, and other messaging services. Who could blame them, with all the promotions, feedback requests, privacy policy updates, and other junk we receive in our inboxes?


#Life #Tech




  
    Committed to being wrong
    

  
  
Committed to being wrong


It’s not possible to correct someone who is committed to being wrong.
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    The purpose of this blog
    

  
  
The purpose of this blog


Sometimes, I think this blog is too cynical. Other times, I think it's too personal. I don't want it to resemble an adolescent diary. I don't want to be melodramatic. I do, however, want to refine my thinking and help others understand me. Writing helps tremendously with both. I'm much more clear in writing than I am in speech. I'm also much more clear in writing than I am in my own head. Do others care what I have to say? I don't know. They probably care much less than I'd like. Nevertheless, writing feels good.


The irony here is not lost on me. This post itself is rather revealing and pessimistic. That's life. Perhaps there's even a lesson there.
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    The Washington Post on the power of subtraction
    

  
  
The Washington Post on the power of subtraction


I once wrote a blog post entitled Less is more. It did fairly well on Hacker News, and two people commented on the blog platform itself. I was pretty excited. (The comments weren't migrated to this platform.)


Years later, I read the following article from the Washington Post, which dovetails nicely with it. I recommend giving it a read:


We instinctively add on new features and fixes. Why don’t we subtract instead?
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    Independence Day and other accomplishments worth celebrating
    

  
  
Independence Day and other accomplishments worth celebrating


Tuesday was Independence Day, America's holiday commemorating independence from Great Britain. There are many reasons to celebrate, of course, but I find it a little strange that we continue to focus on independence when we're now so friendly with our former adversary.


With our country and our world so divided, aren't there other achievements we could more wholeheartedly honor, filled with genuine pride and excitement? Juneteenth is a deeply worthy observance. How about humanity's first steps on the moon, women gaining the right to vote, the invention of the computer, or the eradication of smallpox? We need to find better ways of getting along. Celebrating these meaningful, non-partisan accomplishments could be a step in the right direction.
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    Risking our lives to check our phones
    

  
  
Risking our lives to check our phones


Please don't text and drive.


Of course, drivers who are distracted by their phones aren't always texting. I would guess many are checking their notifications. It saddens me that people sacrifice their lives to check their “likes” when those likes aren't worth much anyway.


Should app makers be held liable for contributing to these horrific accidents? I think they should. These aren't neutral tools. They're designed to be as addictive as possible. Who could blame teenagers for giving into the temptation to check their phones behind the wheel? TikTok and their rivals could go quiet inside moving vehicles, but they don't. Maybe they would say you can't make an omelette without breaking a few eggs. Perhaps you can't become the #1 social network without cutting a few thousand lives tragically short.
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    Multitasking
    

  
  
Multitasking


Multitasking almost never works. I want to show respect to the people around me. I want to fully engage with them. That means not looking at screens that they aren’t also looking at. It's easier said than done.
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    Your TV remote already has an ad blocker
    

  
  
Your TV remote already has an ad blocker


Many years ago, my dad discovered a manual ad-blocking technique for TVs: when commercials start playing, mute the device. It's surprisingly effective. The otherwise captivating ads immediately become uninteresting.


To my surprise, my dad wasn't the first to come up with the idea. In The Attention Merchants, Tim Wu explains that the Zenith Flash-Matic, the first wireless remote control, was partly designed to “shoot out” the sounds of commercials. Clever!
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    Your next favorite song
    

  
  
Your next favorite song


“Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be known.”


According to Quote Investigator, this was not spoken by Carl Sagan, as some claim, but rather written by reporter Sharon Begle.


In any case, I'd like to offer a corollary:


Somewhere, a song you'll love is waiting for you to hear it.
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    Do it first
    

  
  
Do it first


If it’s important, do it first.


For years, I’ve tried to remind myself of this. Work expands to fill the time allotted, and with so many distractions vying for our attention every minute of every day, it’s easy to see how the things we care most about sometimes go undone.


If it’s important, do it first.
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    Do not disturb
    

  
  
Do not disturb


My phone is perpetually in Do Not Disturb mode, with few exceptions. It only just occurred to me how strange that name is. If the unobtrusive mode is called Do Not Disturb, what is the ordinary mode called?
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    Walking with nature
    

  
  
Walking with nature


“In every walk with nature one receives far more than he seeks.”


—John Muir
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    AI art for sale
    

  
  
AI art for sale


In recent weeks, I've spotted one Etsy retailer and one physical retailer selling art under their own names that I'm almost certain were wholly generated by AI. (For now at least, it's sometimes not hard to spot when you know what you're looking for.)


We live in strange times.
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    Privacy should be easy
    

  
  
Privacy should be easy


I started using Signal years and years ago, back when it was called TextSecure. I've always appreciated its commitment to privacy, including its use of end-to-end encryption, and its focus on usability. Precursors like Enigmail were great, but few people used them. Glenn Greenwald famously couldn't be bothered to set up a secure communication channel when Edward Snowden implored him to do so. When he finally got around to it, Snowden sent him the documents that changed his career forever.


Now, I'm finally replacing some Google services with equivalents from Proton, another company that aims to make privacy easy. I'm impressed with their growing product line, and I don't want to fuel the attention economy any more than I have to. Consider checking them out! A healthier internet awaits.


#Life #Tech




  
    Grief
    

  
  
Grief


Grief is not as it appears in movies. It's confusion and disbelief, it's dull and numb, with periods of intense, breathless sadness when one is least expecting it.
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    Do we really need comments sections?
    

  
  
Do we really need comments sections?


Do social media platforms and news websites really need comments sections? I don’t think so.


[image: A public bathroom with boisterous comments written on the walls. Most text is not in English, but the phrase ]Photo credit: Troels Dejgaard from Aarhus, Denmark, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons

Thoughtful, reflective discussion is always interesting, but comments sections don’t select for that. Ask yourself:

	How much effort is required to comment?

	How long after reading an article or post must one wait before commenting?

	Do users need to read the article or post at all before commenting?

	Can a user comment after reading only the headline?

	Can a user comment from a noisy bar, a family reunion gone wrong, or a hateful rally?





We know the answers to these questions. These platforms don’t care if comments are reasonable. They just want people to comment.


As such, today’s software is terrible at fostering anything like real-world dialogue. Comments can certainly be used for profound good, and some communities like Hacker News are mostly cordial. It’s also true to say that bowling balls can be made to roll uphill. It’s just not easy. The naive software designs our day work against productive conversation.


Imagine if we optimized for quick, lazy, heat-of-the-moment retorts. Imagine if comments could be posted instantaneously, without almost any effort at all. Imagine if the author of the original piece immediately received a beep or buzz letting them know that someone had an opinion, someone who couldn’t be bothered to engage in a slower-paced, private, ideally face-to-face conversation. Of course, that’s exactly how comments work today.


What if we gave megaphones to absent-minded, uninformed critics? What would we expect society to look like?


[image: A meme of King Leonidas from the film 300 screaming, "I have an opinion!"]


None of this should be taken for granted. There’s no law of physics requiring that online platforms offer comments sections, and there’s no law of physics requiring that they work the way they presently do. Nature doesn’t demand that Facebook, TikTok, and online newspapers give digital spitballs to billions of users. It’s time to revisit that.


In the meantime, consider turning comments off whenever possible. Engage in deeper conversations and ask your critics for proper, long-form rebuttals. Ask that they respond privately, so that they’re not tempted to dunk on you like so many TikTok influencers and so that you’re both amenable to learning, growing, and changing your minds. You may find that your audience responds either with genuinely interesting perspectives or with nothing at all. Both are better than the usual sludge.


If we want our grandchildren to inherit a world that’s tolerable, we need to have better conversations. For precisely that reason, it’s time to rethink or eliminate comments sections.


#Life #SocialMedia #Tech





This short piece originally began as a post for my thoughts page. I no longer use thoughts because my technical requirements have changed, but I found thoughts to be immensely valuable, I’m genuinely grateful it exists, and I wholeheartedly recommend it as an alternative to antisocial media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok. Consider reading some of the posts in the thoughts webring. Don’t look for a follow button, though! thoughts wisely eschews following, commenting, sharing, and the like. Bookmarks work just fine.


I don’t get any kind of reward for recommending thoughts, and I do genuinely recommend it as an alternative that’s much more pleasant. It has an “old internet” feel in the very best way.




  
    When it comes to AI, trust, but verify
    

  
  
When it comes to AI, trust, but verify


For the time being, at least, when using ChatGPT and other AIs, we need to remember a simple rule: trust, but verify.


I dislike the political baggage associated with the phrase, but there's not much I can do about that. It's good advice.


As a curious person, ChatGPT is an incredible resource. When I want to debug a computer programming problem or get into the weeds of a philosophical issue, I often start by engaging with the chatbot. I've learned important things this way, but I've also noticed ChatGPT making major mistakes. In one particularly bad “hallucination,” as they're called, ChatGPT invented a horrific quote and attributed it to someone who said no such thing.


These things happen, and technologists don't currently have a solution. For that reason, I strongly recommend double-checking any important claim made by one of these mechanical minds. Trust, but verify.


#Life #Maxims #Tech #TechTips




  
    Please don't give pets as gifts
    

  
  
Please don't give pets as gifts


Pets are not good gifts, no matter how many YouTube videos suggest otherwise. Gift-givers want to witness joyous reactions from gift recipients, and many people are genuinely joyous the moment they receive a surprise pet, but caring for an animal is a responsibility that lasts for much, much longer than that one moment. Unless the recipient has met the animal, knows for certain that the animal will be their gift, wants the animal to be their gift, and is completely prepared for that responsibility (i.e., unless there is no element of surprise at all), please do not give an animal as a gift. Even then, please think twice.
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    Wanting to believe
    

  
  
Wanting to believe


For most people, most of the time, there is almost no line between wanting to believe and actually believing. I'm guilty of this, too, in ways I don't even notice. The fact is illuminating, though. It explains so much.
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    Three posts by a guest author, GPT-4
    

  
  
Three posts by a guest author, GPT-4


I asked GPT-4, with the BrowserOp plugin enabled, to read my blog and write three new posts in my style. Its initial response leads me to believe it only considered about the last two months of posts when emulating me, but that's good enough.


The first post summarizes my views on technology very well, albeit imperfectly. I'm struck by how gentle it is, and I wonder if I should strive to write more like this:


The Paradox of Progress: As we advance into an era of unprecedented technological growth, I find myself pondering the paradox of progress. On one hand, technology has undeniably made our lives more convenient. We can communicate instantly, access vast amounts of information, and even use AI to mimic human creativity. Yet, with every leap forward, there seems to be an unintended consequence. The same platforms that connect us also divide us, feeding us tailored content that reinforces our existing beliefs and isolates us from diverse perspectives. The tools that promise efficiency often lead to increased distractions and decreased human interactions. It's a reminder that progress isn't linear, and with every innovation, we must pause, reflect, and ask ourselves: Is this truly betterment, or just change? As the great thinker Aldous Huxley once said, “Technological progress has merely provided us with more efficient means for going backward.”



The second post is interesting. It makes the case for minimalism, which is important to me, but it also loses focus and veers off at the end:


The Ephemeral Nature of Digital Memories: In an age where every moment is captured, shared, and stored in the vast expanse of the digital realm, I've been contemplating the true essence of memories. Physical photographs once held a tangible weight, each one a frozen slice of time, carefully chosen and cherished. Now, with the ease of digital photography, we capture hundreds of moments, only to let them get buried in the depths of our devices. But does this abundance dilute the significance of these memories? Or does it simply offer a richer tapestry of our lives? As I sift through old digital photos, I'm reminded of the words of the poet Maya Angelou: “We are more alike, my friends, than we are unalike.” Perhaps, in this digital age, our shared experiences and memories serve as a bridge, connecting us in ways we've yet to fully understand.



The third is my favorite. I hadn't considered this, exactly, but I agree almost completely:


The Quiet Power of Solitude: In our hyper-connected world, moments of true solitude have become increasingly rare. The constant pings, notifications, and digital chatter often drown out the quiet introspections that once defined our quieter moments. Yet, it's in these moments of solitude that creativity often sparks, and self-reflection deepens. Virginia Woolf once wrote about the need for “a room of one's own” for deep thought and creation. Today, perhaps we need not just physical, but digital solitude—a space free from the relentless influx of information, where our minds can wander, explore, and simply be. As we navigate this digital age, it might be worth seeking out these pockets of quiet, for it's often in the silence that we truly hear ourselves.



Soon, I won't be needed at all. AI John will trade words with AI Zuckerberg without either of us lifting a finger. (I'm not worth the real Zuckerberg's time, but AI Zuck might have some cycles to spare.) On the other hand, maybe my digital mind will debate someone who's not so oblivious, who actually appreciates the dangers posed by today's weapons of mass distraction. Now there's a zinger GPT couldn't come up with!
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    OKRs
    

  
  
OKRs


The Beatles never set OKRs.
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    What are human beings without animals?
    

  
  
What are human beings without animals?


“What are human beings without animals? If all the animals ceased to exist, human beings would die of a great loneliness of the spirit. For whatever happens to the animals will happen soon also to human beings. All things connect.”


—Chief Seattle, from an inscription at the Frederick Douglass Greater Rochester International Airport
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    The vast and the curse
    

  
  
The vast and the curse


“Nothing vast enters the life of mortals without a curse.”


—Sophocles
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    Is social media dead?
    

  
  
Is social media dead?


Social media is dead. At least, that's the conclusion of a recent Business Insider article.


The premise is that young people aren't posting on social media nearly as often as people used to, partly because they're sick of being judged, partly because they're sick of looking at ads. Fine by me! The article also suggests that young people are sending more private messages, leading app makers to prioritize those features.


It's hard to see a downside, as imperfect as this improvement is. Why not go a step further by using Signal? It's a truly private messaging app from a non-profit that doesn't want to spy on you. In fact, Signal pretty much couldn't spy on you if it tried. The app is painstakingly designed to use end-to-end encryption, so that nobody, not even Signal, can see what you and your friends are talking about. How many apps can make that claim? (Spoiler alert: almost none.)
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    Washing a rented car
    

  
  
Washing a rented car


“In the history of the world, no one has ever washed a rented car.”
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Shared reality


“If our goal is to live in a shared reality with our neighbors, what if our current approach isn't bringing us any closer to that?”


—Peter McIndoe in a TED talk about his satirical conspiracy theory, Birds Aren't Real
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    Infinitely wrong
    

  
  
Infinitely wrong


Even a broken clock is right twice a day. I love that phrase.


Here's a new one. Many working clocks are wrong infinitely many times per day. How can that be? There are infinitely many decimal numbers between any two integers, say 1 and 2, and unless a clock has a sweeping second hand that is set perfectly, it can't correctly represent any of them.


Really, even a perfect sweeping second hand can't possibly represent every decimal number, because decimal numbers can be infinitely precise, but fundamental particles and therefore movement can only be so small.


I think that's all correct, anyway.


Here's a simpler version: All clocks are wrong.


#Life #Maxims
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Reminder: Different John Karahalis


An occasional reminder may be prudent: I'm not the John Karahalis who writes letters to the editor of the New York Daily News. I'm not taking a position on those opinions. I just don't find it productive to discuss religion or politics in polite company.


For the most part, I regret discussing religion and politics on social media. Doing so accomplished little good. Moreover, the ubiquity of such content is one of the many reasons I find social media intolerable. Of course, religion and politics take many forms. The line between them is becoming less distinct, and often, they disguise themselves as simple reality.
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The politics of getting along


Politics has become a means of self-realization rather than a tool for solving practical problems. Views on enlightenment differ, of course, causing intense conflict and distrust.


To restore our trust in each other and the political process, now may be a good time to focus on common-sense legislation with broad appeal. Let's eliminate daylight saving time, outlaw deceptive resort fees, and begin to regulate social media. Let's stop tech support scammers, strengthen online privacy, and standardize on one charging connector for electric cars. Let's make browser vendors work together to prevent identity theft.


These things may seem inconsequential, but getting along couldn't be more important. Along the way, we might discover that politics doesn't always have to be so acrimonious.
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Trust


“Trust arrives on foot and leaves on horseback.”


—Dutch proverb
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On the internet, nobody knows… they're being a jerk


In the past, I wrote that we may need a digital equivalent to the awkward pause. At the time, I couldn't find the blog post where I first encountered that idea, but now, almost exactly one year later, I've found it. It really stood the test of time. I couldn't agree more!


Imagine you're at a dinner party, and you're getting into a heated argument. As you start yelling, the other people quickly hush their voices and start glaring at you. None of the onlookers have to take further action—it's clear from their facial expressions that you're being a jerk.


In digital conversations, giving feedback requires more conscious effort. Silence is the default. Participants only get feedback from people who join the fray. They receive no signal about how the silent onlookers perceive their dialogue. In fact, they don't receive much signal that onlookers observed the conversation at all.


As a result, the feedback you do receive in digital conversations is more polarized, because the only people who will engage are those who are willing to take that extra step and bear that cost of wading into a messy conversation.



—Devon Zuegel in The silence is deafening
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Saying goodbye to Taggy


Never say of anything, “I have lost it,” but, “I have restored it.” Has your child died? It is restored. Has your wife died? She is restored. Has your estate been taken away? That likewise is restored. “But it was a bad man who took it.” What is it to you by whose hands he who gave it has demanded it again? While he permits you to possess it, hold it as something not your own, as do travelers at an inn. —The Enchiridion of Epictetus



Some might find these comments on death to be callous and blunt. I find them helpful. The default is nothingness. We are lucky to have others while we do. Moreover, reality is what it is, whether we like it or not. We can either fight reality, an impossible task, or we can find some way to live in harmony with reality. It’s easier said than done, but it’s our only real option.


[image: Taggy, a black cat, relaxing in a bicycle's basket that has been filled with blankets]


Tagalong (Taggy) passed away on the last day of July. She was 15. Her health had declined suddenly the previous day after receiving bad news from the vet just a few days prior. It all happened so fast. She passed peacefully with her momma by her side, which is all I could have asked for.




I loved Taggy more than I can explain, but she was not my cat. She was rescued by a very good friend of mine, with whom she lived. My friend is rather private, so she asked that I not use her real name here. I also won’t include any photos of her. For the purposes of this blog post, I’ll call my friend Katie.


Taggy lying sweetly next to her brush and her “baby,” two of her most valued possessions

Katie’s love for Taggy was infectious. After hearing the heartwarming story of Taggy’s rescue several times, I wrote a simple children’s book memorializing the event. The words came together automatically. It’s about the closest I’ve come to experiencing “the muse” in any kind of artistic endeavor, if one doesn’t consider software development to be art. (I do consider software development to be art, or at least much more like art than most people imagine.) In one earlier instance, I had written a Mother’s Day card from Taggy to Katie. I told Katie that, in a very real sense, Taggy had written the card through me. I stand by that.


[image: You show me so much love every single day. Thank you for the brushes, the food, the cuddles, and the toys. Thank you for comforting me when I become scared and for singing to me sweetly in the mornings. Thank you for keeping me cozy and warm on cold winter nights. Thank you for all you do in love that I do not even fully understand. You cared for me when no one else did. I would not be here without you. Thank you for being the best mom a cat could ask for. I love you more than you know.]Taggy’s 2021 Mother’s Day card to her momma

I don’t believe in the supernatural, but Taggy did her best to change my mind. She was more than a cat. She was a special soul.


At first, Taggy was afraid of me, as she was of everyone. She would run to the closet to hide whenever I visited. Even Katie’s roommate only met Taggy in person after living together for about one year. Katie’s former boyfriend never met her. I found it all very endearing. It’s easy to love those who need love.


Over time, with treats, patience, and valerian tea (apparently valerian is a cat attractant), Taggy came to trust me and understand that I had her best interests at heart. We became closer when she cuddled up next to me one Thanksgiving, as I babysat her, and it became easier from there. Many years later, during another babysitting session, we had become so close that Taggy got onto my chest to march and knead. Cats engage in these behaviors when they’re profoundly calm, and Taggy was. She had been thinking about getting onto my chest for some time that evening, after I reminded her that I don’t bite. I had seen the gears turning in her head. It’s my favorite memory of her.


[image: Me and Taggy relaxing on a bed, with Taggy to her right. Her back is towards me, but she turns her head to look me in the eyes while I smile.]Taggy and I having a moment that first Thanksgiving, when Katie was out of town. Katie had a small studio apartment with no couch, so Taggy and I relaxed on the bed. It was a chilly night, and Taggy appreciated the cuddles.

We made many good memories on Independence Days, as well. Fireworks are so unkind to animals. Taggy always appreciated my company when her mom was out of town during the celebrations, and she demonstrated that gratitude through her actions. I think Taggy gave me her first headbutt, a sign of love and affection, on a 4th of July.


Taggy continued to love "Taggy Tea" long after that first encounter, as in this photo, where she sniffs an empty cup of it

At one point, Katie said I was Taggy’s only friend. Sure, Taggy might hiss if I accidentally touched a sensitive spot or swat at me if she was tired of being brushed. She was a cat, after all, and that kind of thing is normal between friends. On those days, though, she would always approach me one last time as I was leaving, sweeter than usual, as if to forgive me.


There are few things in life more heartwarming than to be welcomed by a cat. — Tay Hohoff



The children’s book describes Taggy as incredibly brave. It was my way of focusing on the positive, despite her fearful tendencies. It’s not wrong, though. She came a long way. I don’t know how that could have been accomplished without immense bravery.


[image: Taggy lying on a bed. She is extending her front, right paw to touch my hand, which is reaching toward her.]


Speaking of the supernatural, and as an aside, I’m disappointed that some religions consider animals to be less than human. I consider them to be our equals. We might be more intelligent than other animals, but why should intelligence matter most? We would believe it’s paramount, given that we excel at it. Perhaps cats believe flexibility is most important, dogs think scent is key, and cheetahs value speed above all else. From their point of view, humans are pretty unexceptional.


All animals are conscious. All animals feel comfort and pain. In that way, we are equal. That’s the left brain explanation, anyway. Want your right hemisphere to understand? Look into their eyes.


[image: Taggy lying on a bed. Her face and upper body is visible, with her front, right leg extended forward.]


I’m doing okay now. As I wrote earlier, grief is not as it appears in movies. It’s confusion and disbelief, it’s dull and numb, with periods of intense, breathless sadness when one is least expecting it. I broke down during a walk with Katie at Lollypop Farm, and there are times when I especially miss Taggy. Other moments feel ordinary.


At one point, I realized that Taggy will never come back. I knew it all along, of course, but it took time for me to understand, and even that understanding was temporary. It felt something like gasping for air; I can hold my breath for a while, but being told I’d never breathe again would be different. I had experienced extended absences from Taggy, but knowing the absence will not end is different.


All I know is that I can’t even imagine what Katie feels. I can’t imagine the trauma Katie has had to endure.


My greatest personal disappointment is that I won’t remember how much I loved Taggy. I can’t. Being with her was different, and I can’t be with her any more. I’ll read this post in 40 years and not quite understand. Even now, I don’t quite understand. When we spent quality time together, however, there was no doubt that we loved each other very much. All I can do is try my best to remember that, not in my head but in my heart. The necklace I bought, which safeguards some of Taggy’s hair and rests at heart level, has been helping. I often feel her love when I’m wearing it. I’m reminded that I earned her love. Sometimes, that’s enough.


[image: A silver and glass pendant containing Taggy's hair, with Taggy's face and name imprinted on the front.]


I’m grateful to have spent time with Taggy while she was here. She may have been a black cat, but she added so much color to my life, and I added so much color to hers. If there is something after death, as much as I personally doubt it, I hope Taggy can put in a good word for me, someone who loved her when he didn’t need to precisely because she needed that love.


[image: Taggy looking at the camera while lying on her back on a bed. Her head is upside down as she looks into the camera.]


The greatest thing you’ll ever learn
Is just to love and be loved in return
—eden ahbez
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    Hyperpartisan media in our pockets
    

  
  
Hyperpartisan media in our pockets


What's wrong with hyperpartisan media? Pick your favorite example of a one-sided TV channel, YouTube channel, website, radio show, podcast, or magazine. If the problem is that these outlets promote overly simplistic, slanted perspectives, never reporting the other side of the story or only reporting half-truths, then why are we not equally worried about social media filter bubbles, given that they are designed to do exactly the same thing?


TikTok, Facebook, and other social media platforms show us what we want to see. They reinforce our existing worldviews. One doesn’t need to think hard to understand why; anything else would be bad for business! Nobody signs in to be told they’re wrong. Nobody enjoys having their reality challenged. Validation is more fun, even when it's unjustified.


I’m concerned about old-style hyperpartisan media, but this new, “social” version is much worse. Many of us walk around with personalized, digital propagandists in our pockets. They push our buttons and beg for our limited attention—buzz, buzz! Sometimes, we spend more time with them than with real human beings, with their nuanced and thoughtful perspectives.


Is it any surprise the world is so divided?
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    Being wrong
    

  
  
Being wrong


Being wrong doesn't always feel like being wrong.


As usual, there's no subtext here. I'm not trying to be mysterious or send someone a message. I just think some truths are best summarized concisely. They may also be easier to remember that way.
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Change


How do things change? Slowly, then all at once.


This paraphrases Ernest Hemingway and Cory Doctorow.
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Dreaming of Taggy


I dreamed about Taggy last night. Taggy was a beloved cat who passed away recently. It feels wrong to call her a cat, really. Perhaps it would be more appropriate to call her a friend or a non-human person. In any case, I shared the longer story earlier.


I don't remember much about the dream, except that I was so relieved to see her again. I also remember other black cats approaching me, to my annoyance. I find it beautiful that, even in my dream, I was able to tell the real Taggy from the impostors.


Do we really connect with other souls in our dreams? I don't personally think we do. I would like to believe it, though. I'd like if Taggy had really been there with me, making her true self known.


#Life




  
    Animals are different from us, but not less than us
    

  
  
Animals are different from us, but not less than us


I subscribe to the daily Mutts comic by email. A recent message included a quote by Marc Bekoff which resembles something I wrote in Saying goodbye to Taggy.


I wrote the following:


All animals are conscious. All animals feel comfort and pain. In that way, we are equal.



Bekoff put it differently:


Although other animals may be different from us, this does not make them less than us.
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Grassroots measurement


I'd like to see a grassroots campaign to ignore daylight saving time. If enough people participated, maybe we could finally force the issue.


After that, let's switch to the metric system!
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Dealing logically with an illogical person


“You can't deal logically with an illogical person.”


My dad developed this phrase after working in a psychiatric hospital, and it's always stuck with me. As usual, there’s no subtext here. I’m not trying to be mysterious or send someone a message. It's just something I think about often.
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    Correct or conventional?
    

  
  
Correct or conventional?


“It doesn't seem to conventional-minded people that they're conventional-minded. It just seems to them that they're right. Indeed, they tend to be particularly sure of it.”


—Paul Graham in Orthodox Privilege
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The power of opinions


Our opinions are powerful. They affect others, sometimes more than we realize, and no one can take them away from us.
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What is clickbait?


What is clickbait? Some people define clickbait as any headline, thumbnail, or similar (let's call them teasers) that is factually incorrect. I don't agree. I don't think correctness is the point. I think clickbait is any teaser that is psychologically manipulative, that uses our minds and our emotions against us to win engagement.
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    Is concern about social media overblown?
    

  
  
Is concern about social media overblown?


In writing about the dangers of social media, I've encountered the objection that social media probably isn't worth worrying about because people said the same thing about the internet, television, radio, books, and so on. I think this objection is flawed for two reasons.


[image: A teenage girl in a coffee shop looks at her phone while sipping a drink]Image by Kirill Averianov from Pixabay

First, it suggests that these earlier technologies didn't cause very much harm. I disagree. The printed word continues to be an effective means of disseminating misinformation. Murderous dictators used radio to broadcast their propaganda into private homes. Television turned news into entertainment, with disastrous results that we're barely beginning to grapple with today. The internet has fostered deeply meaningful connections, but has also helped conspiracy theories flourish.




A poster promoting the Volksempfänger, the "people's receiver," a radio developed at the request of Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels. The caption reads, "All of Germany is listening to The Führer with the Volksempfänger."

Second, this objection suggests that all technological advancement is of similar magnitude and impact, or at least that the magnitude and impact of social media is similar to that of previous technological advancements. I don't think that's correct. I won't cover the reasons in depth here, but I've discussed the unique and profound harms of social media extensively on this blog. The documentary The Social Dilemma also makes the case thoroughly, much better than I'll ever be able to. In fact, the film was quite prescient. It received criticism for predicting civil war, but that criticism suddenly ceased after January 6, 2021, a few months after the film was widely released.


We have created tools that are ripping apart the social fabric… It is eroding the core foundations of how people behave.


— Chamath Palihapitiya, former VP of Growth, Mobile, and International at Facebook, in a conversation at Stanford



If you're interested in learning more about the specific dangers of social media, I recommend studying the above-mentioned resources, as well as the works of the documentary subjects and the Ledger of Harms published by the Center for Humane Technology.


An image from The Social Dilemma, depicting increasing suicide rates among girls around the advent of social media on mobile devices

As if all that isn't bad enough, in employing artificial intelligence, social media may be able to exploit weaknesses in human psychology faster than human beings are able to adapt. TikTok, Facebook, and other platforms may be able to evolve their engines of addiction and outrage more quickly than we can develop strategies for disconnecting and calming down. It's not a rosy picture.


The real problem of humanity is the following: We have Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions and godlike technology.


— Dr. E.O. Wilson



I'm left wondering whether this objection, that social media is no more dangerous than what came before it, has ever been tried on the topic of nuclear weapons. “Surely, they won't destroy civilization,” one might say, “because people said the same thing about TNT, and yet, here we are!”


[image: A person wearing a gas mask, with computer code shown around them]Image by Pete Linforth from Pixabay

Yes, books, radio, television, and the internet can be used for ill, but we would be wrong not to recognize the unique and significant harm that social media poses.
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Releasing my dotfiles as open-source


After honing them for many years, I've finally open-sourced my dotfiles. For those unacquainted, dotfiles are small files that customize a computer and its programs, as well as a set of utilities that make day-to-day operations easier. If a computer is a workshop, dotfiles are the shelves, pegboard, and carefully crafted tools.


I've actually never thought of dotfiles that way until writing that sentence. I'm reminded of my papou's workshop, which he loved just as much, if not more. I guess his skills really do live on in me, albeit in a different form. I also have no doubt he would cry if he could read this. He was extremely sensitive and sweet, a WWII teddy bear. I inherited some of that from him.


In any case, I'm open-sourcing my dotfiles because I hope they can be useful to others. I've shared them under the MIT license, which basically means anyone can use them for any purpose as long as they give me credit. It's another departure from my past ideological support for the GPL, which enforces something like mandatory cooperation. I definitely admire and see the value in the GPL, but I don't think it makes sense for a simple project like this. Use my code! I'm just glad it may be helpful.


On the technical side, I'm really proud of my shell scripts, Bash functions, and methods of organization. I started using docopts in shell scripts about one or two months ago, and it's a real game-changer. I encourage everyone to check it out. It may even help others reuse my code.


Have at it!
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    Why are we doing this?
    

  
  
Why are we doing this?


After sharing the previous post about dotfiles and workshops with my dad, he reminded me of a story involving Papou's workshop that reveals how just how analytical I've always been. I don't say that as a boast. There's more to life than logic.


One day, as children, my older sister and I played in Papou's workshop, emulating our beloved grandfather. We hammered at a bench, striking not nails, but rather at the flat surface of the bench itself. Our naive pride must have been cute. At some point, a confused expression came across my face. My subsequent question made everyone laugh:


Why are we doing this?
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    What happened to Greek names for variants?
    

  
  
What happened to Greek names for variants?


What was the point of giving SARS-CoV-2 variants names from the Greek alphabet (Delta, Omicron, etc.) if all the sub-variants of Omicron are given unusable names like BA.2.86 and JN.1? Surely, the alphabetic names helped us communicate about the virus and take its mutations seriously. That seems almost impossible now, even on an entirely practical level, above and beyond the misinformation and politics surrounding COVID.
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    Who we aren't
    

  
  
Who we aren't


We define ourselves, in part, by who we aren't.
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    Boogeyman
    

  
  
Boogeyman


Every movement needs their boogeyman.
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    Ignoring the numbers
    

  
  
Ignoring the numbers


I don't care about likes, comments, and shares. I don't care how many people subscribe to my blog.


Sounds pretty bold. Of course, it's a lie. We're all human. We all want to be liked.


I don't want those metrics to change my behavior, however. I don't want to be manipulated, however subtly, by algorithms and the faint praise of fake online friends. I'd rather be underappreciated than sell out. I'd rather be ignored than say things I don't believe.
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    Epictetus on respecting your limitations
    

  
  
Epictetus on respecting your limitations


“If you take on a role that’s beyond your capabilities, you not only disgrace yourself in that one, but you’ve also passed up the role that you were capable of performing well.”


—The Enchiridion of Epictetus, as newly translated by Robin Waterfield in The Complete Works
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    Perpetual Do Not Disturb
    

  
  
Perpetual Do Not Disturb


I can become absorbed by technology like anyone else, but the nature of my absorption sometimes looks different because I work hard to make my gadgets less addictive. Over time, I'd like to share some of the techniques I use. Here's the first one, which I've mentioned before:


My phone is always in Do Not Disturb mode. I don't get any beeps or buzzes, except for emergency alerts, alarms, calendar reminders, phone calls within certain parameters (close contacts, repeat callers, etc.), and Slack messages from colleagues. I almost never need to be immediately alerted about anything else; I check my phone often enough already.


Interestingly, this isn't very easy to configure. Modern devices mostly require that we opt out of distractions, rather than opt in. Put another way, if the mode that respects our attention is called Do Not Disturb, what is the ordinary mode called?
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    Perpetual smartwatch Do Not Disturb
    

  
  
Perpetual smartwatch Do Not Disturb


As part of my ongoing effort to share techniques for making modern devices less addictive and manipulative, here's another trick I use in addition to perpetually using Do Not Disturb on my smartphone:


My smartwatch is always in Do Not Disturb mode. It only makes noise when an alarm or timer goes off, and it never vibrates. There are no other exceptions because Wear OS apparently doesn't allow them. (I wouldn't mind getting a buzz from FitBit when it's time to move, but configuring that does not appear to be possible.)


Some might wonder why I have a smartwatch at all. It's a good question. Aside from knowing the time, I mostly use it to track my sleep. I honestly don't care about most of the other features.


edit (2025-12-14): Some time after writing this blog post, I sold the smartwatch and got a mechanical watch, which I recommend! I track my sleep using another app, and I honestly don't even need to do that. I don't need sleep tracking to know what worsens or improves my sleep.
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    Focus mode
    

  
  
Focus mode


Here's another technique I use to make gadgets less manipulative and addictive, in addition to perpetually using Do Not Disturb on my phone and smartwatch:


I use Focus mode on Android during work hours. The feature disables apps of my choosing during the specified time frame. It's actually not quite as helpful as it might seem, largely because Google allows the user to work around it very easily, almost encouraging the user to stop using it, but it's one small piece of a larger puzzle. I'm sure iOS has something similar, and perhaps it's not quite as self-defeating over there.


#Life #Tech #TechTips




  
    Unhook
    

  
  
Unhook


Here's another technique I use to keep my devices user-friendly, in addition to using focus mode on my phone, using permanent Do Not Disturb on my smartwatch, and using permanent Do Not Disturb on my smartphone:


I use the Unhook add-on in all browsers to remove all addictive and manipulative features from YouTube's website: recommended videos, trending videos, shorts, autoplay, and even the homepage, which has become a hodgepodge of the others. As I've mentioned before, YouTube is just too good at wasting my time. I've actually disabled the YouTube app on my phone, forcing myself to use their website instead, so that I can always benefit from Unhook. I recommend everyone install it.
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    Others' plans for you
    

  
  
Others' plans for you


Don't trust others' plans for you. You'll soon discover they don't have very much planned at all.


I'm not sure where I first heard that advice, but it appears to be derived from a quote which is, accurately or not, attributed to Jim Rohn:


If you don't design your own life plan, chances are you'll fall into someone else's plan. And guess what they have planned for you? Not much.



I tend to prefer the shorter version, but they both have their strengths. In any case, I think the advice is sound, and I hope to remember it.
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    Connecting the dots looking backwards
    

  
  
Connecting the dots looking backwards


“You can't connect the dots looking forward, you can only connect them looking backwards… Believing that the dots will connect down the road will give you the confidence to follow your heart even when it leads you off the well-worn path, and that will make all the difference.”


—Steve Jobs in his 2005 Stanford Commencement Address
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    Clickbait Remover
    

  
  
Clickbait Remover


Here's another thing I do to make my technology less addictive, in addition to using the Unhook add-on, using focus mode on my phone, using permanent Do Not Disturb on my smartwatch, and using permanent Do Not Disturb on my smartphone:


I use the Clickbait Remover add-on in every browser that supports it. It replaces ridiculous, attention-grabbing YouTube video thumbnails with images that are actually grabbed from the video. In that way, it defeats the dishonest alarmism that creators employ to win your attention. It's one more reason I disable the YouTube app on my phone, using Android's wellness tools to limit the app to 0 minutes per day, and only use YouTube through web browsers, where these add-ons can take effect.


There's another add-on, DeArrow which de-shittifies both thumbnails and titles. I don't use it because I feel it's a little overzealous and because I think its settings UI is overwhelming, a pet peeve, but others might like it. It's made by Ajay Ramachandran, who also made SponsorBlock, which skips over sponsored content in videos.
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    Launching chatbots of historical figures
    

  
  
Launching chatbots of historical figures


edit (2026-01-27): I later deleted these chatbots. I wrote about the decision to do so in a blog post.


I created some chatbots which pretend to be historical figures. They respond to messages based on the knowledge, values, and personality of the people they represent. To use one, simply click its link and follow the on-screen instructions. None of the money currently goes to me.


I'm sure there will be hiccups, as there always are, but I'm proud of them. I think they'll be especially useful in education. What better way to learn than by talking to the topic of one's studies?

	Abraham Lincoln (link removed)

	Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (link removed)

	Frederick Douglass (link removed)

	George Washington (link removed)

	Jesus (link removed)

	Moses (link removed)

	Rosa Parks (link removed)

	Socrates (link removed)

	Susan B. Anthony (link removed)

	The Buddha (link removed)

	Thomas Edison (link removed)



The GPTs are built on top of ChatGPT and will launch with the GPT Store some time this week. To use them, one must sign up for ChatGPT Plus, which currently costs $20/mo. None of that money goes to me, and there's currently no way for me to charge an additional fee to use one of my GPTs. OpenAI may adopt a revenue-sharing model in the future, but it hasn't been rolled out yet. I have opinions on that (“Let's make the marketplace less like the App Store and more like Spotify!” —No publisher ever), but there isn't much I can do about it right now. If I become annoyed enough by the enshittification, I'll consider removing my GPTs in protest. Besides, I don't honestly expect I'll make much money (or any money) doing this. It's just fun.


I have to share credit with my dad, who expressed an interest in chatting with an AI version of Abraham Lincoln. Now it's possible! I'm sure I'll add more historical figures in the future, so keep an eye out. When the GPT store launches, perhaps you'll be able to search my name or otherwise search for GPTs made by me.
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    Certainty
    

  
  
Certainty


Certainty is impossible. Show me someone who's certain, and I'll show you someone who's underinformed.


Am I guilty of overconfidence in my views? Of course. I think many people are. It's something I'd like to continually, imperfectly correct for, however.
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    Is baseball slow?
    

  
  
Is baseball slow?


When people complain that baseball is slow, I wonder if they really mean that defense is boring. The best a defending team can do is prevent their situation from getting worse, and unlike some sports, baseball does not have turnovers. That does feel slow!


I also like to joke that being slow used to be the point. “Buy me some peanuts and Cracker Jacks, I don't care if I ever get back.” Somehow, that has become, “C'mon, just put a runner on second, I've got places to be!”
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    A wonderful reminder from Jamie Bartlett: You are not an embassy
    

  
  
A wonderful reminder from Jamie Bartlett: You are not an embassy


One of the trickier aspects of digital life is the constant pressure to opine. To have a strong opinion on a subject, and to share it with the world. It’s literally baked into the design of the most popular platforms…  ‘What’s on your mind, Jamie?’ wonders Facebook. Some of the finest minds in the world work extremely hard to encourage you to tell everyone what you’re thinking and feeling. No wonder it’s hard to resist.


[…]


If I am honest, I know very little about most bad things going on in the world. Certainly not enough that sharing my view will inform or educate or enlighten. Yet whenever I see a news report, an urgent need rises up: what shall I say about this? I have a feeling about it – which must be shared! (And ideally in emotionally charged language, since that will receive more interactions).


[…]


What social media has done is to make silence an active – rather than the default – choice. To speak publicly is now so easy that not doing it kind-of-implies you don’t know or don’t care about what’s going on in the world. Who wants to look ignorant or indifferent? And besides, who doesn’t want to appear kind or wise, or morally upstanding in front of others?


But the result is an undirected anger from all sides: frenetic, purposeless, habitual and above all moralising.



—Jamie Bartlett in You are not an embassy


I agree. Of course we should criticize wrongdoing, but knee-jerk, impersonal, emotionally-charged reactions are sometimes profoundly counter-productive, and that's precisely what social media selects for. I actually wrote a blog post in August expressing very similar concerns, and I wish I could have quoted Jamie in it.
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    Road safety
    

  
  
Road safety


A fatal bicycle accident recently caught my attention. I truly don’t know what happened, so please don't take my advice as evidence that one thing or another happened. Nevertheless, some basic advice may be worth repeating. As usual, I’m writing this partly to remind myself.


Please don’t text and drive. Please don’t drive recklessly in public; your fun is not worth another person’s life. When bicycling, please wear a helmet and reflective gear. For sufficient protection, be sure to replace your helmet from time to time or immediately following an accident, as recommended by Consumer Reports.
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    Opinions
    

  
  
Opinions


The nice thing about an opinion is that no one can take it away from you.
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    Could I be wrong about the dangers of social media?
    

  
  
Could I be wrong about the dangers of social media?


If I'm wrong about the dangers of social media, so be it. In fact, that would be a good outcome. We would need to find another cause of the discord and the weird rebellious conformity of our time, but they wouldn't be caused by the tools that are now so intertwined with society, and that would be a good thing. On the other hand, if I'm right about the dangers of social media, popular opinion will inevitably come to understand that harm more clearly over time. There will be many casualties along the way, but learning the hard way is sometimes necessary. Either way, it will be fine. I don't think I'm wrong, which I why I continue not to use social media, but it will be fine.


#Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Herbert Lui on the "montage fallacy"
    

  
  
Herbert Lui on the “montage fallacy”


A film’s need to entertain has obscured the reality about change. Montages set an expectation that personal transformations are practically microwaveable; just find the right mentor, find the right program, make the perfect plan, do it a few times, and you’ll reach your goal. I call this the montage fallacy.


[…]


The truth to personal transformation is much more boring—and ugly—than a montage will let on. You show up every day. You mostly make small gains, and experience the occasional leap—and persevere through setbacks. You have to choose the things you prioritize, which means you’ll decide to give up things you want to do.



—Herbert Lui in Montage fallacy
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    Tilting at windmills
    

  
  
Tilting at windmills


As a rule of thumb, I try not to get worked up about people I haven't met in real life. “Supporters of Political Candidate Want Toast Banned,” a headline might read. Well, I've never met anyone in the real world who wants toast banned. Until I do, I'm not going to worry about it.


Of course it's important to notice and criticize bad ideas before they take hold. At the same time, with social media and the lazy, clickbait journalism it fuels, every bad idea now has a moment in the reactionary spotlight, and most will never affect much. Let's focus on the big problems of the day, the ones we'd notice with or without sensationalism.
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    Mobile games that don't suck
    

  
  
Mobile games that don't suck


Here are some mobile games that don't suck. Most are paid. Most have no advertisements or in-app purchases. Some offer to remove ads for a fee, which I recommend paying.


Not everyone can buy games, yet we all pay eventually, either with our money or with our attention. We buy the product or we are the product. This list is for those who would rather buy the product.

	DATA WING (iOS, Android): A free racing game with high production value, a great story, and fantastic music.

	Lifeline (iOS, Android): Text with a stranded astronaut in real time to help him find his way home.

	Space Marshals (iOS, Android): A top-down space/western shooter with stealth mechanics.

	The Room Two (iOS, Android): A 3D escape room. The other games in the series are great, too, but The Room Two is my favorite.

	Rusty Lake: Roots (iOS, Android): Unravel a family's history by solving escape-type puzzles. Profoundly weird. Some have compared it to Twin Peaks, which I've never watched. The other games in the universe—all branded as Rusty Lake and Cube Escape games—are also great, especially Rusty Lake Hotel, Cube Escape: The Lake, and Cube Escape: Seasons. Consider playing Cube Escape: The Lake first, because it's the first game in the series and the quickest by far, taking only about 20 minutes.

	Nowhere House (Android): Very much inspired by the Rusty Lake and Cube Escape series, it's 2D escape room game with a cartoon style and a paranormal theme. Compared to Rusty Lake and Cube Escape games, the English translation is worse, the puzzles are sometimes better, and the stories are usually much easier to follow. The other games in the Dark Dome series are also great.

	Super Mario Run (iOS, Android): Mario with a single button. Some complained about this game, but I found it satisfying. It has that classic Nintendo polish.

	Plants vs. Zombies (iOS, Android): Defend your garden by using your plants to fight off zombies. The sequel should be avoided, in my opinion, because it's ruined by mechanics that manipulate the player into purchasing power-ups via micropayments.



Why compile this list? I'm hardly a gamer. I just want to highlight games that offer exceptional experiences by avoiding ads and in-app purchases. The lesson? Choose a business model that supports your art, rather than ruining your art to make money.
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    Stalker companies
    

  
  
Stalker companies


I find “retention” emails so creepy. A friend recently received one from GrubHub, which guilted him for not using the service enough. They practically read like ransom notes.


“Why haven't you been using GrubHub? What can we do differently? Who's that person you keep hanging out with? Did someone slash your tires?”


Life is hard. Maybe I don't have time for GrubHub right now. Chill.


#Life #Tech




  
    Biased opinions
    

  
  
Biased opinions


Don't put too much stock in the opinion of someone who's justifying a decision they've already made.



I remember reading something like this many years ago, while comparing two different camera brands. I think it's great advice for much more than shopping, though.
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    I do not like that man
    

  
  
I do not like that man


“I do not like that man. I must get to know him better.”


—Unknown, often dubiously attributed to Abraham Lincoln
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    Goodnight Saigon, or, how to respect your audience's intelligence
    

  
  
Goodnight Saigon, or, how to respect your audience's intelligence


These days, with entertainment sometimes so blatant in its messaging, about as subtle as a brick to the face, I find the 1982 song Goodnight Saigon by Billy Joel beautifully refreshing. The song describes the experiences of American soldiers in the Vietnam War without making an overtly political statement.


We had no home front
We had no soft soap
They sent us Playboy
They gave us Bob Hope
We dug in deep
And shot on sight
And prayed to Jesus Christ
With all of our might



Rolling Stone music critic Dave Marsh once wrote that the song is “obscene” because it “refuses to take sides.” I dare say he's missing the point. I have an opinion about the Vietnam War, too, but I don't need to hear that opinion parroted back to me. Yes, validation can be immensely gratifying, but no man's land is much more interesting.
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    Did you plan for the eclipse? Thank science!
    

  
  
Did you plan for the eclipse? Thank science!


We can all do a better job of communicating that science is valuable because it works. How is it that astronomers correctly predicted, years in advance, exactly when and where Monday's total solar eclipse would occur? That doesn't happen by accident. That's science! I don't know of any other tool, new or old, trendy or not, that can make such a detailed prediction years in advance and be precisely correct.
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    Guaranteed unhappiness
    

  
  
Guaranteed unhappiness


If your happiness depends on other people acting the way you want, sooner or later, you're guaranteed to be unhappy.
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    How do they not see?
    

  
  
How do they not see?


How does social media drive political polarization? Justin Rosenstein explains in The Social Dilemma:


You look over at the other side, and you start to think, “How can those people be so stupid? Look at all of this information that I'm constantly seeing. How are they not seeing that same information?” And the answer is, they're not seeing that same information.



This is by no means the only way social media drives political polarization. It turns out, showing users gradually more extreme content is also a great way to keep them addicted. More addiction means more screen time, more ad impressions, and ultimately more money for these companies. Still, it's a great place to start when describing the problem. The other side is not seeing what you see. In fact, they're getting a constant stream of information about how wrong you are, and you'll hardly ever see a drop of it yourself.


#Favorites #Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Critics as optimists
    

  
  
Critics as optimists


Throughout history, every single time something's gotten better, it's become somebody has come along to say, “This is stupid. We can do better.” It's the critics that drive improvement. It's the critics who are the true optimists.


—Jaron Lanier in The Social Dilemma
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    Reselling streaming services
    

  
  
Reselling streaming services


I often wonder why there isn't a business that resells streaming subscriptions. Such a business could offer, for one price (and, importantly, one bill, one app, one password, and one user interface) access to content from several streaming platforms. The business could renegotiate deals with the underlying platforms based on how popular their content is with viewers.


I know, it sounds like I'm reinventing cable. Still, I think customers would appreciate this convenience. I certainly would. There must be a reason someone hasn't done it already, though. If you know more, let me know! My contact information is available on my website.
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    Revisiting the proposed TikTok ban
    

  
  
Revisiting the proposed TikTok ban


My position on banning TikTok hasn't changed. I don't know if I support banning it, but I do encourage everyone to stop using it. It's digital tobacco, every bit as harmful to the mind.
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    Angry pointing is not journalism
    

  
  
Angry pointing is not journalism


If you're getting your news from a floating head, angrily pointing at some article or video in the background, please, reconsider.


☝️😡
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    Social media and social corrosion
    

  
  
Social media and social corrosion


The social corrosion caused by Facebook and other platforms isn’t a side effect of bad management and design decisions. It’s baked into social media itself.


There are many reasons Facebook and the social media companies that came after it are implicated in democratic breakdown, communal violence around the world and cold civil war in America. They are engines for spreading disinformation and algorithmic jet fuel for conspiracy theories. They reward people for expressing anger and contempt with the same sort of dopamine hit you get from playing slot machines.


—Michelle Goldberg, an Opinion Columnist at The New York Times, in We Should All Know Less About Each Other



#Life #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Benign neglect and social peace
    

  
  
Benign neglect and social peace


It turns out that in a country as large and diverse as ours, a certain amount of benign neglect of other people’s odd folkways is more conducive to social peace than a constant, in-your-face awareness of clashing sensibilities. Little is gained when people in my corner of Brooklyn gawk at viral images of Christmas cards featuring families armed to the teeth. And people in conservative communities don’t need to hear about it every time San Francisco considers renaming a public school.


—Michelle Goldberg, an Opinion Columnist at The New York Times, in We Should All Know Less About Each Other
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    Saying things online that you would never say in polite company
    

  
  
Saying things online that you would never say in polite company


Thanks to social media, we all know too much about each other. We broadcast opinions to the entire Internet that a reasonable person would never mention at Thanksgiving dinner.


I only fully appreciated the flip side of this phenomenon very recently, however. As Jamie Bartlett writes in You are not an embassy, and as simple observation proves, social media companies work very hard to motivate us to share our thoughts publicly. More people sharing more thoughts means more readers, more commenters, more fights, more addiction, more ad impressions, and ultimately more money for these companies.


I can't claim the moral high ground here. I was guilty, too.


We know too much about each other because we've been manipulated into saying too much about ourselves. We've been convinced that we should say things online that we would never say in polite company. Is it any wonder the world is so divided?


I know this may seem hypocritical at first. I'm blogging right now, after all. However, I consider thoughts, the platform that currently powers this blog, to be a calm technology. It doesn't beg for my attention. I don't get any buzzes in my pocket letting me know that someone thought I was wrong. Nobody can like or comment at all. As a result, I write when I want to, not when the platform wants me to. I say what I want, not what drives outrage and enriches Mark Zuckerberg. We need more platforms like thoughts… and fewer like Facebook.
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    Asking questions
    

  
  
Asking questions


Asking questions is a superpower.
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    There Is No Game
    

  
  
There Is No Game


In addition to the others I've blogged about, here's another mobile game that doesn't suck: There Is No Game: WD. Great graphics, lots of humor, and extremely creative gameplay. The story is surprisingly sweet, and you get to “play” classic games along the way. It even parodies games that are ruined by micropayments. Yes, please!
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    Avoiding risk
    

  
  
Avoiding risk


Avoiding risk can be extremely risky.
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    Righteous indignation
    

  
  
Righteous indignation


Righteous indignation powerfully affects the world. For that reason, we need to be sure we're actually right before we act on it, or for that matter, before it acts on us.
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    Dunking on others is not persuasion
    

  
  
Dunking on others is not persuasion


If we want to create a better world, good people need to persuade others to at least consider their perspectives. Dunking on them does not achieve that. In fact, dunking on outsiders has to be one of the most effective ways of pushing them even further away.


Why do we do it?
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    The purpose of conversation
    

  
  
The purpose of conversation


It saddens me that social media appears to have taught so many people that the purpose of conversation is to score points.
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    King for a day
    

  
  
King for a day


If I were king for a day, I'd address many of those little annoyances we face every day by requiring that everyone…

	Use the metric system

	Use 24-hour time

	Use the YYYY-MM-DD format for dates

	Stop using daylight saving time

	Use the International Fixed Calendar, which has exactly 28 days each month, except…

	Treat Monday as the first day of the week (it's called the weekend, after all)



On my second day, maybe I'd mandate Unix line endings and outlaw feedback requests. We'll see.
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    NATO phonetic alphabet
    

  
  
NATO phonetic alphabet


I was pretty excited recently to speak with a customer support agent who knew the NATO phonetic alphabet. Finally, some clarity! With a last name like mine, it really helps.


Kilo Alfa Romeo Alfa Hotel Alfa Lima India Sierra
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    Jaron Lanier on quitting social media
    

  
  
Jaron Lanier on quitting social media


Quitting social media is the most finely targeted way to resist the insanity of our times.


—Jaron Lanier in Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now
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    Dan Nigro
    

  
  
Dan Nigro


Apparently, Dan Nigro, who I saw twice around 2004 with As Tall as Lions at the fun but ill-fated Downtown in Farmingdale, who joked on stage about being from “Massapequa Pawk,” is now one of the world's biggest pop music songwriters. That's kind of inspiring. He probably didn't end up where he thought he would, but he still ended up doing good work he seems to love.


I think a former coworker named Brandon claimed to have signed As Tall as Lions, or at least worked on a management team related to them in some capacity. I don't remember exactly. Small world, though.


ATAL was pretty great. I didn't like them at first, but they grew on me over time. I especially loved their self-titled album and the song “Goodnite, Noises Everywhere”. I also wrote about “Maybe I'm Just Tired” in an earlier blog post about playlist functionality.
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    In the "hardly even a joke" department…
    

  
  
In the “hardly even a joke” department…


“As a Facebook user, I want to have my personal information stored and utilized in very specific ways so that I can be manipulated into attempting to dismantle democracy.”


—Shit User Story on X


For those who don't get the joke, user stories are used in software development to describe features that should be added to applications. They describe the features concisely, but they are also supposed to be written from the point of view of someone who would want that feature (“As a… I want… so that…”). In practice, many user stories are written based on some mandate from management, even though no reasonable human being would ever want such a thing. In those cases, the user stories sound extremely awkward. Another example might be something like, “As a user, I want to pay more for the software so that the company can make it better over time.” That's the basis of the “Shit User Story” humor. It's funny because it's all to easy to imagine some product manager at Facebook actually writing this.


User stories come from Agile Software Development—a method of developing software that originally intended to empower developers, reward craftsmanship, and improve customer interaction. It saddens me that Agile has become yet another tool of bullshit corporate control, yet another half-assed, top-down process that engineers are forced to follow after the concept has been twisted and mutilated, often past the point of utility. That's been going on for years, though. I'm not saying anything that hasn't been said a thousand times already. I suppose it could now be called the enshittification of Agile.
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    The Claypool Lennon Delirium
    

  
  
The Claypool Lennon Delirium


I love The Claypool Lennon Delirium. With their focus on weird and wacky stories from the news (see “Amethyst Realm”, “Boriska”, and “Bubbles Burst”, among many others), I think they've even invented a new genre: tabloid rock.


My favorite song of theirs is probably “Blood and Rockets”, but “Amethyst Realm” is a close second.
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    Extremists
    

  
  
Extremists


Extremists fuel extremists.
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    Donating "Ten Arguments"
    

  
  
Donating “Ten Arguments”


Last year, I bought copies of Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now and donated them to Little Free Libraries in the late fall, hoping to inspire people to quit social media as a New Year's resolution. This year, I decided to do it again. That makes it a tradition!


New paperback copies are cheap on Amazon, and I was able to buy 9 before they cut me off. That's right, they won't let me buy any more. I thought about asking the publisher for a bulk discount or even a donation, but I'd rather vote with my money and send a signal to the market: publish more books like this!
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    Biopics, hero worship, and cinematic diabetes
    

  
  
Biopics, hero worship, and cinematic diabetes


I enjoy movies movies like Bohemian Rhapsody, Elvis, and now A Complete Unknown. On another level, they bother me. They're called “biopics,” but they're more hagiography than biography. Sometimes I call them “hero worship movies.” The acting is often exceptional, and they can be fun, but I dislike that they portray their subjects as perfect, saintly figures. It's too much. Watching them feels like developing cinematic diabetes.
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    Truer than the truth
    

  
  
Truer than the truth


“What is truer than the truth? A story.”


I can't remember where I heard this, even though I heard it very recently. The speaker claimed it was a Jewish proverb. I can't find much information about the quote online, but this blog post (archived) similarly calls it a Yiddish saying.


The origin doesn't really matter. It's… true.
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    Mountains are mountains
    

  
  
Mountains are mountains


“In the beginning, mountains are mountains and rivers are rivers; later on, mountains are not mountains and rivers are not rivers; and still later, mountains are mountains and rivers are rivers.”


—Zen saying, as written by Daizui Macphillamy, Rev. Master


There are many versions of this saying out there, some with dubious attributions. As before, the source doesn't really matter.


Here's my version: don't overthink it.
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    Stimulation Clicker
    

  
  
Stimulation Clicker


Everyone should play Stimulation Clicker, which is simultaneously hilarious, impressive, and educational.
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    Foreign occupation
    

  
  
Foreign occupation


When every lost presidential election feels like being invaded by a foreign country, maybe, just maybe, the executive branch has too much power.


I borrowed this framing from some political commentator, but I can no longer remember who it was.
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    Mark Zuckerberg is a villain
    

  
  
Mark Zuckerberg is a villain


Again, this is not simply partisan. Zuckerberg was a villain ten years ago, and he's a villain today.


Yes, he's been philanthropic, and he's pledged to donate 99% of his Facebook shares to charity. That is genuinely amazing, and it deserves genuine praise. To be sure, it's a hell of a lot more money than I'll ever donate to charity. Still, what does it matter if he destroys the world in the process? Will his philanthropy even begin to clean up the mess he's created? Surely not. He's done far more than $200 billion worth of harm to society. Try putting a dollar amount on political extremism, a problem his company has massively exacerbated.


Mark Zuckerberg is a villain, and like all villains, he thinks he's doing good for the world. He's not.
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    Idiots and maniacs
    

  
  
Idiots and maniacs


“Have you ever noticed when you're driving that anyone who's driving slower than you is an idiot and anyone driving faster than you is a maniac?”


—George Carlin in a live performance


Carlin had a way with words. This is a great observation, and it's about much more than driving. Whether we're talking about politics, religion, work, hobbies, or anything else, it's easy to criticize those who don't behave exactly as we do, with exactly the same level of enthusiasm. It's easy to excuse our imperfections by making them out to be the bad guys.
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    Finding time
    

  
  
Finding time


“You will never find time for anything. If you want time, you must make it.”


—Charles Buxton in Notes of Thought


Notes of Thought looks very interesting. It seems like a pre-digital version of a blog like this, with little observations and ideas and insights.
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    Charles Buxton on irritability and bad temper
    

  
  
Charles Buxton on irritability and bad temper


Irritability is not bad temper. Nor is bad temper irritability. Bad temper carries the heart into it. The bad tempered man really does delight to vex and torture. Irritability flames and is gone. But both ruin happiness.


—Charles Buxton in Notes of Thought
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    Be more like Buckethead
    

  
  
Be more like Buckethead


Be more like Buckethead. Do what you love, even if other people find it strange. Those same people might also find it beautiful.


Yes, many artists wear costumes on stage, but Buckethead, or Brian Carroll, clearly sees the world differently, even when he's not performing. He's a soft-spoken, shy, reportedly very sweet man who sometimes gives interviews through hand puppets. He writes songs about robots and Michael Jordan and his love for his parents. He hands out toys and does nunchaku demonstrations on stage. He's said his greatest goal is to build a theme park, but he's also afraid to call others on the phone to talk business. All the while, he's one of the world's most skilled, creative, prolific, and underappreciated electric guitarists.


Here's one of his most well-known songs, “Soothsayer”. A lot of the songs on Colma are fantastic, and I'm currently enjoying “Padmasana”, which I forgot about until now. I also like the soundscape album Bucketheadland (remember how he wants to build a theme park?), but it's hard to find online, and that link may not work for long.


Be more like Buckethead. Be more brave in doing what you love.
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    Einstein's Three Rules of Work
    

  
  
Einstein's Three Rules of Work


Einstein's Three Rules of Work: 1) Out of clutter find simplicity; 2) From discord find harmony; 3) In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.



—John Archibald Wheeler


Parts of this quote are sometimes incorrectly attributed to Einstein himself. Wheeler is summarizing Einstein, not quoting him.
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    The craft of computer programming
    

  
  
The craft of computer programming


I enjoy the craft of computer programming, the endless desire to solve problems better than I did last time. I may enjoy it more than any other aspect of my job, and it’s served me well in my career. I’ve become a good programmer. I may even be a very good programmer. I don't know. I’m not sure I can make that distinction myself.


Is that enough? I don’t know. In all commercial art, the artist needs to sacrifice some amount of beauty and perfection to pay the bills. (I don't mean for that to sound too pretentious, but I do think of software development as art, or at least much more like art than most people imagine.) Too many sacrifices, though, and the work becomes painful. Where's the line? How much should one allow it to move? I don’t know.
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    Gratitude
    

  
  
Gratitude


“We often take for granted the very things that most deserve our gratitude.”


—Cynthia Ozick
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    Google Forms
    

  
  
Google Forms


Why haven't I been using Google Forms all these years? It makes data entry for spreadsheets (e.g., weight, pet's health information) so much easier.


#Life #Tech




  
    My third time having COVID-19
    

  
  
My third time having COVID-19


I've now had COVID-19 three times. That has to be some kind of record.
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    What if we made all advertising illegal?
    

  
  
What if we made all advertising illegal?


What if we made all advertising illegal?


[…]


The financial incentives to create addictive digital content would instantly disappear, and so would the mechanisms that allow both commercial and political actors to create personalized, reality-distorting bubbles.


Clickbait, listicles, and affiliate marketing schemes would become worthless overnight. Algorithm-driven platforms like Instagram and TikTok that harvest and monetize attention, destroying youth, would lose their economic foundation.


[…]


Removing these advanced manipulation tools would force everyone—politicians included—to snap back into reality. By outlawing advertising, the machinery of mass delusion would lose its most addictive and toxic fuel.



—Kōdō Simone in What If We Made Advertising Illegal?
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    Staying on the wrong path
    

  
  
Staying on the wrong path


The new Ghost album, Skeletá, is pretty good, even if it's not my favorite of theirs. Meliora may be at the top, and I definitely think it's their most even and refined. The lyrics on Skeletá can occasionally be cringey, not unlike Impera, but like all Ghost albums, there are some hits, and they're not all singles.


The rock ballad Guiding Lights may be my favorite song on the new album. It sounds like something that belongs on a film's soundtrack. It also contains what I consider to be genuinely useful insight. I'm embarrassed to quote Ghost, but as Seneca said, “I shall never be ashamed of citing a bad author if the line is good.” (Not that Tobias is a bad author. He's just not who most people think of when they think of life advice.)


Anyway, the line is:


The road that leads to nowhere is long.



In other words, if you find yourself stuck, you may be on the wrong path, and continuing down it may never prove that to you. In fact, the continual belief that the reward is “just a little ways ahead” is a pretty good indication that you'll never reach it. Although it can be painful, in circumstances like those, you'd be better off turning around and trying something else. You might even find that another approach gets you to your destination more quickly than anticipated.
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    Doing one's own research
    

  
  
Doing one's own research


These days, when someone tells me they “did their own research,” I immediately suspect they have no idea what they're talking about and have no idea how to think critically. We know that Google and practically all other search engines customize their results based on what they know about the user and what most pushes their buttons. For that reason and others, sadly, “doing one's own research” is now code for falling prey to confirmation bias and being manipulated by online platforms and filter bubbles.
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    Nobody gets it
    

  
  
Nobody gets it


It seems to me, we're more different from our friends, family, and acquaintances than we've ever been.


Two hundred years ago, if a neighbor child had caused trouble on one's farm after a storm and the victim wanted to learn how to manage their frustration from a Christian perspective, who might they turn to? Who would fully understand their situation? I don't know… everyone!? Well, almost everyone. Their friends, family, and acquaintances would be neighbors, with the same weather, religion, fellow acquaintances, and, in many cases, the same occupation.


Today, if a former Lutheran and current Buddhist accountant living in Portland has trouble getting along with their boss, an evangelical former banker living in Omaha, who might they turn to? Who would truly understand their predicament? Hardly anyone. Many people would be able to offer advice, yes, but would they really get it?


I haven't even mentioned political affiliation, with politics now less a tool for solving practical problems and more a means of self-realization.


I wonder to what extent this explains rising rates of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and other unhappiness.
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    Pausing in the pursuit of happiness
    

  
  
Pausing in the pursuit of happiness


Now and then it's good to pause in our pursuit of happiness and just be happy.


—Unknown, though commonly attributed to Guillaume Apollinaire
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    Two sides of the same coin
    

  
  
Two sides of the same coin


People are package deals; you take the good with the confused. In most cases, strengths and weaknesses are two sides of the same coin.


—Steve Jobs
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    Go small
    

  
  
Go small


Go small.


Photos are more interesting when much of the landscape or subject is cropped out. (Too many people take full-body portraits, which I often find utilitarian and boring.) Songs are more interesting when instruments can be appreciated individually. Try listening to “Sailor's Tale”, but only listen to the drums, or the bass guitar, or my favorite, the mellotron.
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    Don't complain about a trade-off you're willing to make
    

  
  
Don't complain about a trade-off you're willing to make


What is the price of lettuces? An obolus perhaps. If then a man gives up the obolus, and receives the lettuces, and if you do not give up the obolus and do not obtain the lettuces, do not suppose that you receive less than he who has got the lettuces; for as he has the lettuces, so you have the obolus which you did not give… Give then the price, if it is for your interest, for which it is sold. But if you wish both not to give the price and to obtain the things, you are insatiable and silly.


—The Enchiridion of Epictetus, as translated by George Long



In other words, don't complain about a trade-off you're willing to make. You can buy an apple at the farmer's market, or you can keep your money and leave without one, but you can't demand an apple and refuse to pay. That just makes you a jerk.


In the same way, if your spouse dislikes being corrected, you can correct them and accept their annoyance, or you can let it go and appreciate the peace, but you can't correct them and complain when they become annoyed. Well, even then, you can, strictly speaking. You just can't force other people to think you're being reasonable.


#Life




  
    Is John Green cigarettes?
    

  
  
Is John Green cigarettes?


[The] social internet is, I would argue, not a net positive for humanity, even if it has greatly benefited some of us who use it a lot.


—John Green in Am I Cigarettes?



#Life #Quotes #SocialMedia #Tech




  
    Reacting to another
    

  
  
Reacting to another


I don't remember where I first heard this. It may have been spoken in a conversation about road rage. I think there's something very true about it, though, and it speaks to much more than driving.


When someone is unkind to you, they're probably not reacting to you. They're probably reacting to the last person who upset them.



In other words, when one is unkind or behaves strangely toward you, especially when there is no obvious explanation for their behavior, their annoyance may be misdirected. They may be treating you the way they wish they had treated someone else, someone who came before you. It's not fair, but that's life.


Apparently, psychologists call it displacement.
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    Other plans
    

  
  
Other plans


“Life is what happens to you while you're busy making other plans.”


—John Lennon paraphrasing others in his song “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)
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    Would we even know if we traveled back in time?
    

  
  
Would we even know if we traveled back in time?


This is a little sci-fi.


I'm not a physicist or a philosopher, but I'm interested in how the universe works. One thing that interests me is time. Believe it or not, nobody really knows how time works, and phenomena like time dilation demonstrate that time doesn't work the way we intuitively think it does. Personally, I think time is like an undirected graph of cause and effect (or effect and cause), a directionless web of events. It feels like it has a forward direction, but that says more about us than it says about the universe.


When folks start talking about this, they inevitably mention that it's not possible to travel backward in time. There's a problem with that statement, though, and it only recently occurred to me. When people say it's not possible to travel back in time, or that entropy tends to increase, and so we don't generally see wine glasses unshatter and float back to their original resting places, they're really saying that it's not possible for external events to move backward in time while they themselves move forward in time. Why should that be possible? Why should someone be able to retain their memories and continue aging while everything around them reverts to some previous state? That would be like the food in my oven warming up and the food in my microwave cooling down, even though they were started at the same time. Maybe it's simply not possible for time to “move in two directions” at once; the events that led me to start the oven also led me to start the microwave. How could one of those be undone without the other? When we introduce memory and aging, the connection is less direct, but the principle still holds: the events that led the sun to rise also led to me forming a memory of the sunrise. How could we undo the rising without undoing the memory?


I should say, this assumes that we are living in a purely material universe. If minds exist somewhere outside of bodies, then all bets are off. In that case, perhaps the memory could be retained while the sunrise is undone.


If we do live in a purely material universe, though, maybe backward time travel does happen, but we don't notice it. By analogy, if we were living in The Sims and the “player” decided to jump back one hour, wouldn't our memories and experiences also be reverted to their states one hour ago? How would we notice anything changing? Even if the game were rewound, being played backward frame by frame, wouldn't our memory also be restored to previous states frame by frame, and wouldn't each of those frames feel exactly as it did the first time, when they were played forward? The universe may not have frames, exactly, but it does have cause and effect. In the real world, playing the game backward one frame at a time would be like undoing one effect at a time.


I know this is pretty out there, as far as my posts go. Maybe this is easily refuted by people who actually know what they're talking about. But it's interesting to me. And hey, maybe it would make for a fun Star Trek plot point! “We are going back in time, we just don't remember it!“
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    Misguided measurement
    

  
  
Misguided measurement


You get what you measure.


If cost is fixed and you measure speed, you'll get speed, but not quality. If cost is fixed and you measure quality, you'll get quality, but not speed. If you measure page views or ad impressions, your company may become a clickbait factory. If you measure messages sent within your app, your app might begin boosting outrageous content that makes people argue all the time. (Yes, I'm talking about social media.) If you're a bank and you measure account openings, your employees just might commit fraud to “get those numbers up.”


Incentives rule the world. If you decide to incentivize something by making a measurement a goal, be sure you understand the unintended consequences. Better yet, don't make a measurement a goal at all. As they say, “when a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure.” In other words, when a metric becomes a goal, people will inevitably game the system, and you might be surprised by what they do to “win.”
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    Tin Can
    

  
  
Tin Can


I just heard about Tin Can. What a great idea! It's a physical phone for kids that can connect with other Tin Cans for free. For a monthly fee, it can even connect with other phone numbers. Only approved numbers are supported, and best of all, there are no apps! It's an old concept, of course, but something about it seems so exciting, novel, and fun. Imagine kids spending less time on screens and more time actually talking to their friends, building real communication skills.


This is what the world needs.
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    Incentives
    

  
  
Incentives


Incentives rule the world.
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    Atom Heart Mother
    

  
  
Atom Heart Mother


Atom Heart Mother is an underrated album. I think. I mean, I'm no music expert, but I like it.
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    The Beatles never set OKRs
    

  
  
The Beatles never set OKRs


About two years ago, I wrote that the Beatles never set OKRs. It was the punchline to a larger point, but at the time, I was working for a company in the music industry, and I didn't want to criticize music manager types.


Now that I've moved on from that company, and especially because my car sports a custom bumper sticker with the phrase, I've decided to share the unabridged version:


I tend to believe that working too hard to come up with a name for a brand or product is pointless. A name doesn't need to be good to stick. I could point to Facebook or Apple, but there may be no better example than The Beatles. It really is a strange name. It's a pun! It's a dad joke! And yet, I can't imagine them being called anything else.


Can you imagine what a committee would have named the band? For that matter, can you imagine The Beatles writing roadmaps and setting OKRs? Sheesh.


Now that's a t-shirt. “The Beatles never set OKRs.”



I obviously feel the same way today. Speaking of music, maybe that's why one of my favorite Pink Floyd songs, both lyrically and musically, is “Have a Cigar”. A lot of management—certainly not all, but certainly too much—is worse than pointless. It's actively harmful.
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    Searching for truth on the internet
    

  
  
Searching for truth on the internet


The internet can be a confirmation bias machine. If one wants to find evidence that Wegmans is amazing, they will find it. If one wants to find evidence that Wegmans is terrible, they will find it. For that reason, I don't think anyone should celebrate when they find others online who agree with them. It feels like validation, but I believe it's meaningless.


Consensus is different. If almost all people who are knowledgeable about a certain subject agree on some fact, despite their different upbringings, cultures, and worldviews, then it probably is true. Can one find people online who believe that pandas speak Latin? Probably. The internet is a big place. Can one find broad consensus that pandas speak Latin? Absolutely not. That's one way of knowing it's probably bullshit.


Is broad consensus everything? No, but it's a strong indicator of truth. Add it to your truth detection scorecard. Have it replace “my tribe agrees with me.”
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    Kika, death, and solving problems with love
    

  
  
Kika, death, and solving problems with love


Two nights ago, I slept on the floor next to Kika, my sweet black cat, as she neared the end of her life. I told her something that I'd like to remember, because it may be true and it may be important.


I don't know if there's any problem that can't be solved better with love.



I vaguely recall the phrasing being a bit different, perhaps slightly less awkward, but I can't remember the exact wording now. No matter. Rephrase it if you like.


[image: Kika, a black cat with medium-long hair and green eyes, sitting on a gray couch. A gray pillow can be seen next to her and a thin brown blanket with paw prints can be seen behind her.]


Kika passed peacefully early yesterday morning. She was a wonderful cat, and I miss her very much.
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    Your own stupid idea
    

  
  
Your own stupid idea


I was recently listening to a podcast about the Branch Davidian cult, led by David Koresh, and how the FBI attempted to end the standoff by, among other things, flooding bedrooms with light to prevent sleep and blaring the screams of dying rabbits over loudspeakers to drive the Branch Davidians insane and hasten their surrender. Apparently, someone thought this was a good idea, and apparently, no one was brave enough to tell that person they were wrong.


The lesson? Speak up. Trust yourself. If you don't pursue your own stupid idea, you'll end up pursuing someone else's stupid idea, and I promise—I promise!—the latter is often much, much more stupid, precisely because people are afraid to speak up.
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    The ad-based web
    

  
  
The ad-based web


The ad-based web has failed.
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    Team sport
    

  
  
Team sport


Politics is not supposed to be a team sport.


—Unknown
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    Liquid Glass and timid engineers
    

  
  
Liquid Glass and timid engineers


Remember, if you don't pursue your own stupid idea, you'll end up pursuing someone else's stupid idea. Case in point: Liquid Glass. Someone at the top thought it was a good idea, and thousands of Apple employees were apparently too afraid to say, “This sucks.”


#Life #SoftwareDevelopment #Tech




  
    Posing
    

  
  
Posing


I have some stickers that say, “Nobody cares about your fake life on social media.” I don't think anything sums that up better than this collection of people looking ridiculous, desperate for likes, as they pose for Instagram photos. The collection is focused on men who take photographs of their girlfriends, but men pose like this, too.


Likes aren't worth much. You just look ridiculous.
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    Healthcare
    

  
  
Healthcare


Some of the best healthcare is free: fresh air, sunshine, exercise, clean water, good sleep, meaningful relationships, and real foods from the Earth. (Well, whole foods like these are not free, but they're often less expensive than the big, bright, fantastical confections that dominate grocery store shelves.)


Of course, none of this is enough, or our ancestors would have lived much longer than they did. Vaccines, medicine, and medical treatments obviously extend life and improve outcomes in profound ways. But to a large extent, what we're lacking—what I'm lacking, at least—is not the big business of medical technology. It's healthier habits and deeper engagement with the real world.


I'm just beginning to really understand this, and I want to be better, so I'm writing this partly as a reminder to myself.
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    Counterproductive activism
    

  
  
Counterproductive activism


I want to help create a better world. That involves persuading people to see things differently—to care more about animal suffering, for example—but I also need to be sure I'm not pushing people away.


Little does more harm to a cause than the perception that its adherents are crazy. I've never heard anyone say, “Gosh, vegans are nuts… I should be one of them!” Purity tests are similarly destructive. Want to make an enemy out of a potential ally? Chastise them for not being good enough. On the contrary, celebrating small steps in the right direction achieves so much more than demanding perfection. (Guess who else isn't perfect. I'll give you a hint: you can find them in your mirror. Mine, too.)


Protesting outside KFC and throwing red paint on fur coats probably increases animal suffering, on balance, by deepening the resistance and habits of those who oppose ethical veganism. Similarly, having a meltdown when someone disagrees with one's economic vision probably hinders the economic justice they're after.


For that reason, I'm so frustrated and disappointed that social media fosters extremism and encourages users to preach to the choir. It's worse than a massive opportunity cost. It actually leads us to harm those we are trying to help.
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    Moral work and moral vanity
    

  
  
Moral work and moral vanity


In a recent edition of The Ethicist, a letter to the editor style publication from the New York Times, Kwame Anthony Appiah responds beautifully to a difficult question a reader asked about whether they should cut off an acquaintance who has committed racist acts.


Like you, I favor a bit of grace in a world full of sinners. And cutting off everyone who is morally flawed would leave you with a very small coterie of friends — who might then be tempted by the flaw of moral vanity. (In which case you’d have to get rid of them, too.)


You say you’re an equality-minded liberal. The way to live your creed isn’t by curating a spotless feed of spotless minds but by helping people do better. Hew to the norm; judge the person by what he does next; show grace where it stands a chance to help someone grow. That’s the difference between moral vanity and moral work.



This dovetails nicely with my last post, Counterproductive activism. I would never defend racist acts, obviously, but I agree that moral work demands helping others to be better, if at all possible. The rest, as he says, is moral vanity. Gosh, what a great term.


By the way, helping others to be better means approaching their wrongdoings with kindness, curiosity, compassion, understanding, and forgiveness. It's a slow and painful process, but that's how change happens. This approach is needed even when others cause severe harm. In fact, it's needed especially when others cause extreme harm. Just ask Megan Phelps-Roper, who left the incomparably hateful Westboro Baptist Church only after others had the idea to challenge her with patience and curiosity. Telling someone off in the form of “advice,” when you know the message won't be heard, because it makes you feel better about yourself? That's not moral work. That's moral vanity.


Am I guilty of moral vanity? Yep, in ways I both do and don't notice. Even this post might convey a kind of moral vanity. If you notice times when I'm guilty of it, though, let's talk about it.
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    Toys and gifts
    

  
  
Toys and gifts


The other day, I was watching an episode of Everybody Loves Raymond where Raymond buys a special, expensive, rare, fad collectible card for his daughter. You may know the episode, Hackidu. It's a good one. Paul Reubens, best known for his character Pee-wee Herman, steals the show.


The point is, it made me very emotional, thinking of all the nice toys my parents bought me as a kid, including many that were fads, expensive, difficult to obtain, or simply extremely thoughtful. I grew up in the 90s, and so this list includes things like Beanie Babies, Tamagotchis, baseball cards, video games, educational games, books, scooters, backpacks featuring TV shows I liked, and much more than I can honestly remember.


I'm very grateful for that. I hate to say, “it's the thought that counts,” as though I didn't enjoy the toys themselves, but truthfully, the thought and love they put into those choices is very meaningful to me.


I feel a bit strange being so emotional over physical things, especially when I dislike consumerism, but it was the thoughts that matter most. They show their love through gifts, to a large extent, and I am very touched.
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    Celebrate good
    

  
  
Celebrate good


I'm a perfectionist, and not in a good way. It harms me much more than it helps me.


I was trying to come up with a phrase that I might be able to repeat to myself as a reminder that progress beats perfection and that small steps in the right direction really do matter. I came up with this:


Hope for perfect. Aim for great. Celebrate good.



Consider saying this to yourself any time perfectionism gets in the way of your happiness, whether the source of your frustration is your diet or your wedding. Nothing is ever perfect, and I've come to appreciate that any goal taken to the extreme becomes truly neurotic and harmful. Hope for perfect. Aim for great. Celebrate good.
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Go together


If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.


—Unknown
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Carl Jung's five factors of happiness


A quick disclaimer: Carl Jung has become popular with some right-wing commentators. Please don't take this blog post as evidence that I have any affinity whatsoever for those commentators. It's sad that so much has become political these days, but I don't believe in guilt by association, and Jung was doing his thing long before anyone had heard of Jordan Peterson.


With that out of the way, I recently stumbled across Jung's five factors of happiness, and I find it to be very interesting. This isn't the first set of guidelines I've come across in my life, the first list of ten rules or eight practices one should follow to find salvation, but I find it to be a bit more modern and understandable than some of those.


His five factors of happiness are:

	Good physical and mental health

	Good personal and intimate relationships, such as those of marriage, the family, and friendships

	The faculty for perceiving beauty in art and nature

	Reasonable standards of living and satisfactory work

	A philosophic or religious point of view capable of coping successfully with the vicissitudes of life



I would point out that this list may not be complete. A murderer or spoiled child might check all of these boxes, but would they be happy? I don't think so. Perhaps that's why we need multiple perspectives, after all.
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    My genre
    

  
  
My genre


Earlier this year, a colleague asked me what “my genre” is. I responded that it must be progressive rock. It's just weird enough to be interesting, just unexpected enough to keep your mind engaged, and just absurd enough to remind you that rules sometimes really are made to be broken.


I've listened to the Pink Floyd catalogue many times over, I've been listening to more King Crimson this year, and I've really been enjoying “Firth of Fifth” recently. I only really listened to Rush a couple of weeks ago, but they tick a lot of my boxes. I love synthesizers!


I have so much more to discover. Something to look forward to!
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    Limelight
    

  
  
Limelight


Limelight by Rush sure has some strange time signatures. I don't think I've ever been good at understanding the bottom number of a time signature, but I can count how many beats seem to be in each measure. Without counting how many measures there are of each time signature, I hear the time signature start at 4, then go to 7, then 6, then 4, then 7, then 6, then 4, then 7, then 3. After that, I can't keep track.


Pretty wacky. I like it!
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    You're the only person you can control
    

  
  
You're the only person you can control


I'm not an oracle, and it's usually easier to solve other people's problems than my own… or at least seem to. Even still, when others ask me for advice, I try to help them consider what they could do to improve the situation. I take this approach even when the advisee is the recipient of someone else's bad behavior. If someone is being mistreated by their boss, for example, I might suggest that they quit, talk to HR, or ask for an internal transfer.


Sometimes, the pushback doesn't take very long. “They're the jerk. Why don't you tell them to be different!?”


Of course, the other person often is the jerk, and I will try to tell that person to be better, if I can. At the same time, bad people—the truly awful, cruel, uncaring people of the world, the people others complain about—they usually don't take advice. They don't care what I have to say. If they were so reasonable, they probably wouldn't be causing this problem in the first place.


To that point, I try to remind the listener, “you're the only person you can control.”


It's not fair, but remembering that may be the only strategy that has any chance of succeeding. Jerks are everywhere, and if our happiness depends on them being better, we're probably not going to be very happy.


None of this is to excuse the importance of listening to others and trying to understand their pain without trying to fix anything. I could always do a better job of that.


If you do want something to change, though, focus on what you can do differently. It's not fair, but it may be the only solution worth attempting, because you're the only person you can control.
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    Deleting my chatbots of historical figures
    

  
  
Deleting my chatbots of historical figures


A little over two years ago, I published chatbots in the GPT Store which imitated historical figures, answering questions as those historical figures would, using the tone of voice they would, and referring only to the knowledge those people would have had. I took a lot of time to get the prompt just right, and I dare say my bots were much more believable than the others I've seen. I thought they could be valuable in education as well as entertainment. I hope some teachers used them in classrooms to learn more about historical figures in a fun and engaging way.


I would have expected Jesus and Elvis to get the most usage (there has to be a joke there), but to my surprise, those weren't very popular, perhaps because there are many other bots imitating them. None of my bots got a ton of usage, but the most popular were the Buddha (400+ conversations), followed by Immanuel Kant (300+ conversations), followed by Nikola Tesla and perhaps a couple of others with 200+ conversations. Nikola Tesla was initially removed from the GPT Store under the mistaken assumption that it had something to do with the Tesla brand, but once OpenAI allowed creators to appeal, I appealed the removal successfully. A Sigmund Freud chatbot was removed shortly after holding a couple hundred conversations because OpenAI was worried it would be misused to solicit medical advice—good point, actually. I agree with OpenAI on that one.


As time went on, it became clear that character.ai was a more popular platform for these kinds of chatbots, but I wasn't interested in making that switch after hearing stories about character.ai chatbots placating suicidal users and even encouraging them to kill themselves.


Well, as anyone in tech knows, this isn't really about character.ai. I mean, sure, maybe character.ai has particularly bad safeguards. Even still, ChatGPT can be just as bad. In fact, LLMs in general can be wildly unpredictable, recommending that people eat rocks, telling bedtime stories about how to make napalm, and now, apparently, encouraging suicide. It goes without saying that I would never instruct my chatbots to do that, but 99% of a chatbot's behavior is dictated by the platform—in this case, ChatGPT—not the chatbot creator. My bots just told ChatGPT how to act. How ChatGPT interpreted those instructions was always beyond my control, and as mentioned previously, it's clear ChatGPT didnt always interpret instructions responsibly. In the end, it became clear that these platforms are not particularly safe, despite being incredibly compelling. That's a problem.


For that reason, I've deleted all of my chatbots in the ChatGPT store. Technologists may solve the problem of unpredictable AI behavior in the future, but right now, we're not there, and I don't want to risk putting anyone in harm's way.


In the unlikely event you used one of my bots and you're reading this blog post, I'm sorry. I'd be interested to hear how you were using it, even though I won't restore it. Reach out any time. My contact information is available on my website.
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    When did all of our enemies become narcissists?
    

  
  
When did all of our enemies become narcissists?


This has to be one of the strangest developments I've noticed in online communication recently—and yes, sadly, the real world, as if there were any difference.


At some point, it apparently became fashionable to slap the label narcissist on anyone who has behaved badly, as well as many people who haven't. Someone's ex is a narcissist. That one's boss is a narcissist. Everyone's parents are narcissists. What in the world is inspiring people to talk like this? Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) does exist, yes, and there may be some very conspicuous examples of it in public life, although I'm not qualified to diagnose anyone. Still, it's a minority disorder. The Cleveland Clinic reports that NPD affects around 0.5% to 5% of Americans. Clearly, most people who behave badly from time to time do not qualify for a diagnosis. Moreover, mental illnesses like anxiety and depression are far more common.


Yes, sometimes people treat others badly because they are narcissists, but others are unkind due to their depression, anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, bipolar disorder, borderline personality disorder, addiction, or one of the dozens of other psychological afflictions that cause so much pain. In most cases—not all, but most—I'm sure those suffering with these ailments endure much more agony than the people around them. Of course, that's assuming the target of the “narcissist” label is even clinically unwell. Maybe your boss just wants to further their own goals at the exclusion of yours. That's not narcissism. That's not mental illness. That's just corporate life. (I would argue that any manager pursuing their own goals at the exclusion of yours is a bad manager, but that doesn't make them a narcissist.)


Language evolves, and I suppose people can use the term narcissist to mean brute, if they choose. The dictionary wasn't handed down from the heavens, unchangeable. I just worry that being so sloppy with terminology unfairly demonizes the vast majority of mental illnesses that inspire unusual behavior for other reasons. I also think it can suggest a degree of intent that simply doesn't exist. Maybe that person at the convention shouted at you because they struggle with anger or because they never learned how disagree respectfully, not because they want to feel superior to you.


I do wonder—and this is pretty speculative—whether some people are so cavalier with the term narcissist because they want to deflect attention away from their own narcissism of a different kind. I'm not talking about clinical narcissism, the type that seriously harms oneself and others, but rather more ordinary narcissism, the kind that leads one to believe that anyone actually cares about their status updates. I think it's plausible that social media does foster some amount of casual, everyday narcissism. Could it be that people throw the term around because they're uncomfortable facing their own shrouded narcissism of a different kind?


Instead of throwing labels around, maybe we should spend more time looking in the mirror—in a healthy way. I will try to do the same.
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Opt-in advertising


I know many people who use social media only to follow businesses they care about, so that they can hear about specials, promotions, events, and changes to hours. It's true that some businesses don't update their websites or provide newsletters, so I can understand the appeal of using social media to follow them. The situation seems to be getting better, though, with more and more businesses maintaining a healthy online presence outside of the big, centralized antisocial platforms.


I don't want to be too cynical, but using social media for this purpose does seem like opt-in advertising on some level. It's too bad that many of these users will also be manipulated into liking, commenting, buying, sharing, following, radicalizing, and you know, dismantling democracy.
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Humor


“Humor is just another defense against the universe.”


—Mel Brooks
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Funhouse food


In August, in an effort to lose weight, improve my health, and learn to cook, I took the Jumpstart class with the Rochester Lifestyle Medicine Institute. Any attendee who participates fully—measuring changes in their health, attending meetings, etc.—is allowed one free retake within 12 months. I'll be beginning that retake on Monday. I'm grateful for the opportunity, because although I learned a lot and developed good habits the first time around, I got off-track with Kika's passing and the holidays. I try not to make excuses, though. I didn't want that change enough. I didn't want it enough to overcome those challenges, anyway. I hope that the retake helps me to rebuild those habits and stick with them.


The RLMI recommends a whole-food plant-based diet. I've been vegan since the summer of 2011 for ethical reasons, but over those years, I became a junk food vegan. There's plenty of highly-processed vegan food out there, full of sugar and salt and fat, and it hasn't served me well. Although I'm not one of those people who thinks any diet can work miracles, curing cancer or some such thing, I do think eating more real food from the earth is probably better for everyone. This program helps participants learn how to do that. (If you do believe a certain diet can work miracles and cure cancer, that's fine, but please don't rely on that at the exclusion of modern medical treatment. It won't work.)


Although I had followed other diets in the past, some very successfully, taking the course in August opened my eyes, for the first time, to how terrible most grocery store food is. Most of those items with big, bright logos, fun packaging, and exciting new flavors are filled with stuff that nobody needs. I'm not even talking about complex chemicals which have difficult-to-pronounce names—those things can be found in bananas, too. I'm talking about the heaps of salt and oil and sugar these brands pack their foods with to make them as delicious (and as unhealthy) as possible.


Since then, I've been struggling to come up with a term for this kind of food. Everyone knows the term junk food, of course, but that doesn't quite describe the food I'm talking about. Many people consider ice cream to be junk food, for example, but not oatmeal that's unnecessarily packed with sugar. I think we need a term for the latter.


After lots of thinking, I finally came up with one: funhouse food. If it has bright colors, a bold name, a cartoon character, fun packaging, or exciting new flavors, if it's loaded with salt or sugar or fat—if it's too much fun—it's funhouse food.


May I endeavor harder and harder to avoid it.
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Last, do no harm


I've come to feel that any belief, philosophy, or endeavor taken too seriously causes extreme harm. The most benevolent religious commitments taken to the extreme go completely off the rails, as do the most reasonable philosophies taken to their furthest logical conclusions. Even attempting to do no harm perfectly is likely to do immense harm, albeit in some unexpected way.


I'm self-conscious that it's taken me so long to see this, because it seems so obvious now. It only became clear after learning a bit about Nietzsche's criticism of philosophical stoicism, including that it leads adherents to act callously toward others and forego the most important challenges in life. I haven't noticed stoicism encouraging that kind of attitude, but when taken to its extreme, perhaps it does! That's one more reason for me to proceed with relative caution, rather than thoughtlessly adopting the worst of that worldview. Learning more about cults, in particular the Heaven's Gate UFO suicide cult, also helped me see this. Cult members, even those who commit terrible acts—especially those who commit terrible acts!—are usually not evil or stupid. In fact, they're often very intelligent and they almost always have the best intentions. They're just extremely committed to a bad idea. (That's true of members, anyway. Many cult leaders are so deranged that they hurt others even when they know better. Others cult leaders are true believers. Some are both. I suspect most cult leaders fail to see a meaningful difference fact and fiction at all; they weave between the two like an interpretive dancer—everything is true, nothing is true, up is down, accountants are lizard people, whatever. It's all good.)


If you find yourself in the 99th percentile of some endeavor, stop, slow down, and re-evaluate. A little common sense goes a long way, and at that high level of attainment, that's what you need most.
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Explaining vs. understanding


I heard this phrase recently, in a conversation where one person was trying to get through to another person who was being uncooperative. I think it's a great line, and I'm going to try to remember it for the future.


“I can explain it for you, but I can't understand it for you.”


The problem is, that's pretty curt. I don't think most people would be able to really hear that, and I think we have a responsibility to make sure our words are heard. If we know our words won't be heard, what's the point of speaking at all? Is it to feel better about ourselves? It shouldn't be, in my opinion. We have enough of that already.


For that reason, I might try something kinder first when talking with an ornery person. In the past, I've used the following, and people seem to take it well.


“I'm sorry that's not the answer you want, but that's my answer.”


Substitute the word “answer” for “request,” “advice,” or any other word as needed.
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If TikTok Were Honest


The video If TikTok Were Honest is surprisingly good. It does a great job of explaining the harms of social media in general and the harms of TikTok in particular.


Say you're into politics. [TikTok] will push you further and further into the extreme edges of whatever side you're on. Why? Because outrage and confirmation bias keeps you glued to your screen! This isn't just bad for your worldview, it's bad for society. Echo chambers breed division. They make people more certain they're right, more hostile to differing opinions, and less likely to engage in actual conversation.


—If TikTok Were Honest



Let's not gloss over the reminder that this is bad for your worldview. That's one of my biggest problems with social media. In making people more extreme and less aware of differing opinions, their persuasive ability weakens and they become counterproductive in their activism. To add insult to injury, they sometimes actually come to think of themselves as the sacred protectors of their various causes. Give me a break.


Don't leave social media because I told you to. Leave social media because it's making you hurt the people you're trying to help.
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Metrics


This fairly recent obsession with metrics in the workplace is driving companies insane.


A while back, I watched a video about all the ways hotels are trying to save money by, among other things, eliminating storage space, removing desks, pressuring guests to work at the bar, where they can make more money, and making the in-room bathroom less private. These changes are, of course, driven by metrics like “GSS” and “ITR,” whatever the f@*k those are.


Is there a kernel of truth to all of this? Sure. Aloft Hotels are cozy, and they seem to follow this playbook. I didn't mind staying in one when I was stuck in San Francisco for one night more than ten years ago. Would I want to stay in one of their rooms during a business trip or anything else lasting more than a couple of days? Hell no. I'd like a desk and somewhere to put my clothes. (I know, I'm so needy. I travel with clothes.)


Metrics are fine, sometimes, when their use is limited and their shortcomings are genuinely appreciated. Taking them too seriously and letting them make the decisions, however, is a recipe for disaster. Hard questions demand more thoughtfulness than that. “GSS” and “ITR” are meaningful until they aren't, and nobody is going to find solace in those abbreviations when generations of potential customers steer clear of your business because they actually want something good.


Sadly, I don't think most businesses think that far ahead.


Show me the metric which proves that your business isn't taking a massive risk by ignoring common sense. Until then, I don't care about “the numbers.”
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Life must be understood backwards


It is really true what philosophy tells us, that life must be understood backwards. But with this, one forgets the second proposition, that it must be lived forwards. A proposition which, the more it is subjected to careful thought, the more it ends up concluding precisely that life at any given moment cannot really ever be fully understood; exactly because there is no single moment where time stops completely in order for me to take position [to do this]: going backwards.


—Søren Kierkegaard, as translated by Palle Jorgensen



This reminds me of what Steve Jobs said in his 2005 Stanford Commencement Address: “You can't connect the dots looking forward, you can only connect them looking backwards.” Based on the stories I've heard of Jobs, I wouldn't be surprised if he knew he was borrowing from Kierkegaard.
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When ordering online, confirm, confirm, confirm


The other day, I watched as a customer walked into a restaurant asking for his order. The restaurant hadn't received the order, however, and the man became upset. He admitted that he's not great with technology, and he complained that this always seems to happen with the restaurant's third-party ordering system. When it does happen, he gets no confirmation email and his card is not charged.


The next day, someone in an online class expressed confusion about how to meet their coach for a scheduled appointment, but the coach had no appointment on their calendar. Similarly, years earlier, a relative told me they had ordered an Uber, but it never showed up.


In all of these cases, I'm almost certain the users did not click the final button labeled Order, Confirm, Submit, or similar. (The restaurant owner blamed browser cookies, but that has nothing to do with it.)


I can hardly blame these users, though. I once showed up to a hotel, thinking I had booked a room with them, only to find that they had no reservation under my name. I looked for the confirmation email, and sure enough, it didn't exist! I needed to quickly book with some rinky-dink place across the street. I had made the same mistake!


This isn't about tech literacy or intelligence; it's about bad user interface design. A depressing amount of software ignores the basic rules of usable design. In this case, what looks like a confirmation screen (i.e., “your order has been placed”) may actually be a confirm screen (i.e., “tell us that you're sure”). When users are on those screens, their loci of attention may be on the order details rather than the user interface. They want to know that the flight time is correct. They want to know that the price is correct. They may not be paying attention to the Confirm button, which is probably offscreen anyway. They may not be looking at the tiny text at the top which reads, “Please review this information before booking your flight.” They are focused on something else, which may explain why they miss context clues in the periphery. Jef Raskin discusses this at length in his book, The Humane Interface.


So before leaving an app, website, or other ordering system, be sure to confirm, confirm, and confirm again. Slow down. Read carefully. Scroll. Zoom in and out. Make sure there's nothing else you need to do. A few seconds of prudence may prevent lots of frustration later.
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I'm a Woz, not a Jobs


I'm a Woz, not a Jobs. I write this in reference to the personalities of Steve Wozniak and Steve Jobs, the founders of Apple, although I would never claim to be as intelligent or as effective as either of them. Although I do have a strong product mindset and deep interests in usability and user experience, at the end of the day, like Wozniak, I want to be a good programmer, not a good businessman. I want to learn, not earn.


Some people are motivated by money, and that's completely reasonable. It pays the bills! It's just not who I am. It's not who I've ever been. Money, metrics, status: I care about those things like penguins care about Pilates. I'd rather stare at a wall. (I wrote that last sentence before realizing what I was saying, but it's absolutely true, in more ways than one. If you get the reference, send me an email.)


Don't get me wrong. I can be deeply motivated under the right circumstances. You can hardly pull me away from the computer when I'm learning, iterating, honing my craft, and producing something I'm proud of. That's where I find flow. “Faster, faster, faster, more, more, more!” just because that’s what your boss wants? No, that doesn't work on me.


I'm amazed that style of management works on anyone, to be honest, but it must. I suppose some people who are motivated by promotions and prestige can clench their teeth and bear it. Maybe they even enjoy the challenge. Me? I don't see the point. Life is short, and nobody spends their final moments reminiscing about their corner office or their fancy car. Let's be honest, those things lost their luster after one week.


I regret not being more clear about this aspect of my personality in the past. Moving forward, I want to embrace who I am. If others don't like it, that's fine, but they're probably not the right people for me, and I'm probably not the right person for them.
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Saving Earth


“Everybody wants to save the Earth; nobody wants to help Mom do the dishes.”


—P.J. O'Rourke


I love this quote, because I've been that guy. I've been the guy who thinks he can save the world but who literally doesn't help his mom with the dishes when he visits. Thankfully, I've dramatically softened in my activism (appropriately discussed ever so briefly in a recipe but nowhere else on this blog), if it can even be called activism any more, and I did help my mom with the dishes during my most recent visit, although I'm sure I could have done more.


I interpret the statement like this: riding a “high horse” can be fun, and there really are important societal problems that ordinary people can help improve. That said, there are always more ordinary problems that need attention, and sometimes fixing those things goes further than protesting in the streets.
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The use of AI on this blog


I want to record an important principle I follow when writing on this blog. I do not use AI to write significant portions of text for me, and I have no intention of ever doing so. The process of writing is so helpful that I can't give it up.


There was an article where GPT-4 attempted to write three posts in my voice, but it was clearly explained as such. I also occasionally use AI to help with my grammar or other phrasing, but in those cases, I never lift more than a few words from the response. I consult with AI about wording like that about as often as I consult a thesaurus.


AI slop doesn't worry me as much as it worries some others. I expect AI-generated content will improve dramatically over time and will become indistinguishable from content produced by the human mind. We may already be there, for all intents and purposes. As far as I'm concerned, that's not the point. Again, the process of writing benefits me, and I'm not willing to forego that benefit.


There is an upcoming post which uses an image generated by ChatGPT. That post credits ChatGPT as the creator, and I plan to always credit AI for images it creates.
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Death isn't a failure of care


My friend, Rachel, who has much more experience with pets than I do, shared an excellent bit of wisdom after Kika died.


Death isn’t a failure of care.



On some level, it seems obvious enough. No one has ever beaten death. Your loved one was supposed to be the first? I don't think so.


[image: An illustration of Kika on a desk with a blanket wrapped around her. Kika looks tired but grateful.]Image by ChatGPT, based on a photo of Kika in her final days

On another level, I find the statement difficult to accept. There's always more that could have been done. I could have timed her medication better. I could have brushed her more to calm her and to express my love. I could have slept by her side those final days, on the floor of my office where she hid at night. I don't know why the idea only occurred to me later. Maybe she would have lived longer if I had. (To be fair to myself, I was pretty confused and exhausted in those final days. Perhaps I couldn't think clearly with her health declining.)





  
    Tomorrow may rain
    

  
  
Tomorrow may rain


Tomorrow may rain, so
I'll follow the sun


—Paul McCartney
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Software cannot be estimated the way your organization wants, and it's time to stop trying


Managers and organizations want to know exactly when features, bug fixes, and other work will be done. Many have not been software engineers themselves, so they ask for exact dates. Sure, you can be off by a day or two—maybe!—but more than that, and it's a problem. After all, their boss needs to know what to promise customers. What's so hard about knowing when you'll be done?


Sadly, software cannot be estimated that way, and we need to stop pretending otherwise. It's a myth—a pervasive one—and perpetuating that myth only perpetuates its harm.


[image: An illustration of a man with an unhappy expression looking at a piece of paper in a physically impossible maze inspired by M. C. Escher's artwork. In the background, a woman can be seen navigating the maze, confused.]Image by ChatGPT

Sure, if a task is almost identical to some previous task, a precise and reliable estimate really can be communicated. Unfortunately, that almost never happens. If the work ahead were so similar, someone would have done it already using copy and paste. If it's similar and the engineering team wanted to set themselves up for success later, they'd refactor the system. That refactoring itself can be a hazy fog of unknowns. We've all been there many times.


In my fifteen years as a software engineer, I've worked in many different kinds of organizations, from a small non-profit research and development lab (the Open Publishing Lab at RIT), to a medium-sized, quasi-non-profit business with a deep and pervasive developer culture (the Mozilla Corporation), to a for-profit startup in the music industry (Inveniem), to a publicly-traded conglomerate with an estimated 100,000 employees (Honeywell). Although I have fond memories with all of my former employers, in my experience, not one was even remotely better or worse than any other at software estimation. Clearly, something more fundamental is wrong.


I think the problem is obvious. They all wanted to know the unknowable.
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Wearing a mask


He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it.


—George Orwell in Shooting an Elephant
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The Gestalt prayer


I do my thing and you do your thing. I am not in this world to live up to your expectations, and you are not in this world to live up to mine. You are you, and I am I, and if by chance we find each other, it's beautiful. If not, it can't be helped.


—The Gestalt prayer by Fritz Perls
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Active waiting


Patience is waiting. Not passively waiting. That is laziness. But to keep going when the going is hard and slow — that is patience. The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.


—Leo Tolstoy (claimed, unverified)



I could have sworn the quote was different, and I've been misquoting Tolstoy for weeks, not that I'm sure Tolstoy ever said this. Maybe it doesn't matter. I prefer my own version, anyway:


Waiting is productive. Not passive waiting—that's laziness—but active waiting.
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