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Chapter One Introduction


[image: The image is a diagram titled “Key Influences on the 21st Century Brain” that illustrates the various factors affecting the brain in the 21st century.]
As part of presenting the essential message of a book to the reader, an author is often asked to imagine taking a short trip on an elevator and during that two- or three-minute ride providing a hypothetical passenger with a summary of what the book is all about. Here is my “elevator pitch” for The 21st Century Brain:

2

All of the challenges discussed in this book have the potential, if unheeded, of creating destructive effects on brain function. As a consequence, the organ becomes less able to address the problems created by these challenges, as well as evoking the necessary thought functions required to resolve them. Air pollution and global warming, for instance, provoke declines in concentration, attention, working memory (keeping multiple thoughts simultaneously in mind), abstraction, and emotional expression and control. Further, as its dysfunction accelerates, the brain’s ability to resolve these challenges diminishes in step with that acceleration. While there is still time to greatly improve the situation, the required solutions are likely to come from unexpected and even surprising sources, starting with the ways we conceptualize the problems.

Think of it as a two-way interaction. The challenges can harm the brain; if that happens the damaged brain is thereby limited in its power of perceiving resulting problems along with summoning the time and urgency required to come up with the solutions.



The 21st Century Brain explores challenges that are largely unique to this century.

Included are:

New and more deadly diseases—defined as either diseases restricted to the twenty-first century, or the more powerful expression of previously existing diseases. Included here are: COVID, which over a few months or weeks can produce the equivalent of twenty years of brain aging and, after its initial flare-up, often reverts to an enervating form known as long COVID; future pandemics, which researchers assert are more a matter of “when” rather than “if”; Lyme disease marked by an increase in infectivity 3along with a more panoramic array of symptoms affecting thinking, emotional control, concentration, and attention; and finally, one of the more recently noted brain afflictions, plastics, which according to recent research are a major contributing factor to dementia.

Global warming—has already culminated in deaths resulting from record-breaking temperatures along with impairments in the logical thinking and mental processing required to tackle these climate extremes. Thus we are now facing a unique situation: The exploratory, knowledge-seeking tool in question, the brain—the very organ employed for coming up with solutions to twenty-first-century challenges—may ultimately prove ineffective unless changes in its responses can be induced. More about that throughout the book.

The internet—despite the indisputable benefits conferred by the internet, it has from its inception engendered such counterproductive and insidiously harmful effects as misinformation, addictive social networks, social isolation, and violence.

Artificial intelligence—AI is especially challenging as a result of its ability to create synthetically generated text or images that, currently, humans have trouble distinguishing from the real thing. Added to this is AI’s facility at disseminating misinformation; its tendency to breed dependency; and the formation of bizarre relationships such as those involving humans attracted toward “an online romance” with avatars.

Together the internet and AI have greatly contributed to the house-of-mirrors world we currently inhabit. Misinformation and disinformation didn’t originate in the twenty-first century but can be traced back hundreds of years. Nonetheless, the extent and intensity of deceptive techniques leading to misinformation and disinformation only came to their full fruition in the twenty-first century. As a consequence, the brain faces a dilemma: Its abilities 4to make decisions and exercise judgments require access to reliable information. Lacking this, the brain must resort to guesses and suspicions, often leading to cultlike behavior culminating in outright paranoia. Currently the human brain is forced to operate tentatively, a modus operandi that leads to a simmering sense of uncertainty and anxiety.

Surveillance—Surveillance techniques have become such a powerful influence on our lives that once we leave our house or apartment, we can never be completely certain that we are not appearing on a surveillance camera somewhere. If you live in New York City, reportedly over fifteen thousand police surveillance cameras transfer images to facial recognition software. (Most experts I’ve spoken to believe the number is much higher.) Currently surveillance cameras have become so much a part of everyday life that the concept of public space has gradually expanded to include anywhere outside the strict confines of one’s home—unless a person chooses to create a “wired home” in which just about every device is connected to the internet.

Anxiety—The culmination of the previously mentioned challenges has created the most anxious generation in history, far greater than the so called Age of Anxiety (1950s). Currently our entire culture is experiencing a sense of fragility, threat, and peril starting with the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack on New York City and the Pentagon and extending to the latest wildfire breakout. Increasing numbers of people are expressing fears that everything may soon completely spin out of control with the explosion of one or more atomic bombs.

In the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Richard P. Turco and Owen Brian Toon, both distinguished scientists in atmospheric and oceanic sciences, wrote “Manmade climate change represents the slow withering of humankind. Nuclear war represents a swift annihilation, a vision of Armageddon.” In addition to nuclear 5weapons, each of the other existential threats—future pandemics, climate change, habitat and diversity loss (nature crisis), and unregulated AI and the future consequences that may ensue— interact with each other. None can be considered in isolation.

A few words about the structure of the book. The challenges faced by the twenty-first-century brain don’t come nicely packaged or easily distinguished. Nor are the consequences always predictable. Most frustrating of all, these challenges are all occurring simultaneously.

For instance, as I’m writing this, the midwestern United States is experiencing widespread tornadoes and flooding beyond anything recorded in decades; active wildfires continue to burn in eight states, including North Carolina, where the largest fire at Table Rock is only 30 percent contained; measles is expanding at near-epidemic proportions with increasing numbers of children affected in Texas, New Mexico, and Oklahoma, with the largest outbreak in West Texas; and widespread panic is reflected in the stock market, in response to the imposition of tariffs earlier this morning, which have already led to a more than a 4 percent loss of the S&W—one could go on.

Constructing a narrative of these forces and how they affect the formation and function of the twenty-first-century brain demands an approach capturing how things are actually happening rather than forcing them into a linear narrative. Events are not occurring in a linear manner. To pretend otherwise is to lessen the chances of understanding and coming up with solutions to challenges to which the brain has never before been exposed. Throughout this book and especially in the final chapter, I’ll provide suggestions for ways of conceptualizing and responding to these uniquely twenty-first-century challenges.
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Chapter Two Twenty-First-Century Brain Disorders



(1) COVID-19, the virus that just won’t say goodbye

Twenty-first-century disease has taken on a new dimension by attacking the brain in novel ways. Traditionally infectious diseases like the common cold and the flu follow a similar pattern: infection, illness, recovery. But with COVID-19 everything changed. In many cases, its symptoms may never go away during the remainder of the infected person’s life. These include what patients and doctors alike refer to as long COVID or “brain fog”: the vague, difficult-to-describe loss of mental clarity, logical and consecutive thinking, concentration, memory, mental imagery, the ability to think abstractly such as forming analogies and using metaphors, multitasking, synthesizing information, making deadlines, and tethering the mind to a specific train of thought.

While many of the worst residual symptoms occur among people who were afflicted with the most serious illnesses, residual symptoms of equal severity also occur with illnesses mild 8enough to require little or no treatment other than a few days at home self-medicating with fluids and over-the-counter medications. Researchers now believe long-term consequences of “long COVID” are the result of a viral injury to the brain wreaking global dysfunction across one or more areas of cognition. The resulting “brain fog” has wrecked careers and marriages. Difficulty with concentration and focus often decreases professional performance to unacceptable levels; unrelenting complaints of fatigue are often accompanied by inability or unwillingness to join the spouse in accustomed leisure activities, thus delivering a death blow to many marriages. “She never wants to do anything or go anywhere. All she wants to do when she gets home from work is eat dinner too quickly and go to bed” is a typical complaint that I’ve heard explaining why one spouse has decided to call it quits in response to the partner’s long COVID.

Especially at risk for COVID damage is the gray matter of the brain, which is responsible for information transfer. Heightened inflammation affects primarily the central nervous system, similar to what is encountered with brain trauma. While some treatments used for brain injuries (speech, cognitive, and occupational therapies) have helped, they rarely cure the symptoms of “brain fog.”

In terms of severity, the brain deficits found in COVID-19 are equivalent to twenty years of brain aging. Things are even more perilous in those who experienced early dementia prior to COVID-19. According to the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke (NIND&S), in those already afflicted with dementia, “the virus rapidly accelerated structural and functional brain deterioration.” Nor should this come as a surprise. We already know that dementia is regularly associated with brain inflammation; some researchers are even convinced that underlying inflammation is the primary cause of Alzheimer’s. To them the telltale amyloid plaques and tangles typical of the disease serve only as collateral 9damage developing after the initial inflammatory insult. COVID-19 inflammation may be the initial salvo fired at a person who shows no prior clinical signs or laboratory evidence of dementia.

As Ziyad Al-Aly, a brain researcher at Veterans Affairs St. Louis Health Care, thinks of it, “It will continue to infect the population. So if this is indeed a virus that damages the brain in the long term or permanently, we need to figure out what can be done to stop it.” Until that goal is achieved, the brain is potentially in peril. Even more worrisome is this question: Is COVID only the first of a series of infections yet to come that are serious enough to compromise both the structure and the function of the twenty-first-century brain?



(2) New, more dangerous infectious agents

With increasing global temperatures, mosquitoes and other disease-causing organisms trek north in quest of their ideal temperatures. As a result, illnesses such as West Nile virus (WNV), Dengue fever, and Lyme disease have either appeared where they hadn’t been encountered before or are common at sites where they formerly posed less of a threat. Added to this, some of the pathogens adopt, change, or evolve in response to temperature elevations. To take one example among many, under conditions of extreme heat, the Culex mosquitoes, the vectors (transmitters of pathogens) for West Nile virus, multiply more frequently and live longer. The end result is an expansion in humans of West Nile virus vulnerability.

While mild and even asymptomatic cases of WNV can occur, disabling and even fatal brain diseases are frequently encountered. But whether the illnesses are mild or deadly, the incidence of WNV is steadily increasing. According to the European Center for Disease Prevention & Control (ECDC), more than thirty 10European regions have experienced locally acquired infections for the first time ever. The ECDC estimates that with further climate-induced expansion of the Culex mosquitoes, an additional 244 million European citizens will be at risk for contracting West Nile virus.

Higher temperatures do not just affect pathogen-mediated human illnesses. Genetic mutations may endow an infective organism with increasing tolerance for higher temperatures, thus enabling the organism to retain or even strengthen its potency and the variety of its manifestations. The increase in expansion and potency of Lyme disease spiked between 2013 and 2022 in comparison to earlier decades.

I can personally attest to the enhanced destructiveness of current Lyme disease compared to decades ago when I was in medical school. My youngest daughter Ann contracted Lyme in 2022 while working over a two-year period on Martha’s Vineyard. Starting with an onset of sudden symptoms (an elevated temperature, headaches, fatigue, and general malaise), the illness took on a more indolent course. Over the following two years the headaches improved, but there has not been much improvement in general overall fatigue or the loss of energy needed for carrying out physically or mentally demanding activities. At first she was forced to discontinue marathon running and eventually any running at all. This progression of the disease starkly contrasts with the typical case of Lyme disease contracted a decade or so ago, which typically responded to a ten-day course of antibiotics.



(3) Dr. Fauci catches the bug

As a result of temperature-propagated migrations of creatures ranging in size from insects to humans, the incidence of infections and death have recently climbed, often secondary to rarely 11encountered diseases such as mosquito-borne encephalitis. In the summer of 2024, the extremely rare eastern equine encephalitis (EEE) began affecting New Englanders. Ordinarily the disease is rare with only eleven cases of EEE typically reported in the United States annually. But the disease can be a serious one since about 30 percent of people infected with EEE die, with many of the survivors forced to live with ongoing neurological problems.

The West Nile virus, also transmitted through the bite of an infected mosquito, is currently the leading mosquito-borne disease in the continental United States. A chain of infection passes from infected birds to mosquitoes that then feed on people, who in many cases are not aware that they have been bitten. Human infections are the end of the line for the virus, since humans do not develop high enough levels of the virus in the blood to pass it on to others.

These virus outbreaks are the result of rising global temperatures in more than two thirds of the United States that increased the number of “mosquito days,” defined as days with an average humidity of at least 32 percent and temperatures between 50 and 95 degrees Fahrenheit. Since the Northeast has warmed at a particularly fast rate, it has experienced the largest increase in mosquito days. In Massachusetts the average increase has been fourteen more mosquito days compared with the period from 1980 to 2009. And if global warming continues to increase, the resultant longer mosquito season could boost the risk of outbreaks of diseases carried by bloodsucking insects like those responsible for dengue and malaria. Soon diseases we only hear mentioned in movies set in tropical climates may become incorporated into our everyday vocabulary.

In a cruel irony, Anthony Fauci, the former director of the National Institute of Allergy & Infectious Diseases, and the widely recognized face of the US government’s response to the COVID pandemic, was bitten by a West Nile–infected mosquito 12 in the summer of 2024 while he was gardening in his yard. Within days, Fauci developed fever, chills, and fatigue and was hospitalized for about a week. The initial bite occurred in Washington, DC—about three blocks from where I’m living. I mention this last point for a reason. Upon learning of Fauci’s illness, I felt incredibly vulnerable. “Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a great idea to continue regularly eating breakfast and dinner on the patio,” I suggested to my wife.

Further, I became hyperalert for any insect that looked even remotely like a mosquito. Despite reading more about the illness in professional journals and available news sources, I continued to be uneasy. But no matter how much I read, there was no alternative to accepting my inability to definitively eliminate the possibility that I and others around me might become the next encephalitis victim. My brain—the twenty-first-century model—must learn to work with such underlying uncertainties.



(4) Binge drinking in plastic cups

According to findings from the National Centers for Health Statistic’s National Health Interview Survey, COVID led to an increase in alcohol overuse along with other substance abuses. Forced to isolate in 2020, many people experienced stress, a sense of isolation, and uncertainty. They were at home during hours they would ordinarily be at work; in the absence of childcare some parents were forced to spend more time with their children than was good for either parent or child. In response to this stress, drinking was a socially acceptable response. Unfortunately some parents’ exposure to alcohol progressed from end-of-the-day rituals to frequent “pick-me-ups” irregularly spaced throughout the afternoon and into the evening. Initially slight hangovers of various degrees inevitably led to various and varying signs and symptoms 13of withdrawal, marked by early-morning irritability, impatience, temper flare-ups, etc.

In response to these stresses, binge drinking and overall heavy drinking increased from about 5.1 percent of Americans in 2018 to 6.29 percent in 2022. Alcohol-related deaths also surged.

In 2020 alone, according to one study, a 25 percent increase occurred in heavy drinking in both men and women, across all ages, races, and ethnic groups.

Of the many people who reported heavy drinking (defined for men as at least five drinks per day or at least fifteen drinks per week; for women defined as four drinks a day or at least eight per week) two groups stand out: Adults in their forties reported the highest level; with adults in the fifty–sixty range following close behind. Among women of all ages the heavy drinking rate of 6.4 percent exceeded the 6.2 percent among men.

Overall, based on the COVID experience, we can anticipate national increases in alcohol and drug abuse in response to future pandemics.

Odds are that however much you were drinking during the pandemic, you were drinking at least occasionally from a plastic bottle. But that may not be a healthy habit.

Early animal studies pointed to impaired learning and memory associated with microplastics (MPs) ingestion. Among humans the evidence was initially suggestive rather than conclusive, but still concerning.

When researchers turned toward humans and examined brain samples from patients who had died from Alzheimer’s disease, their brains contained up to ten times more plastic by weight than samples collected from people who were never diagnosed with Alzheimer’s or any other degenerative disease of the brain. Even the background level of microplastics in the normal brain in 2024 was 50 percent higher than brain samples taken in 2016. 14

Humans are principally exposed to microplastics—fragments smaller than five millimeters in diameter—thanks to widespread plastic pollution in air, water, and food. The world is currently producing nearly half a billion tons of plastic per year; one garbage truck worth of plastic is dumped into the oceans every minute, resulting in a serious disruption of the marine ecosystem. For instance, a broad range of ocean and freshwater species become entangled in microplastics (MPs) and are subsequently ingested by fish; eventually these aquatic combinations of fish and MPs pass further along the food chain and end up in our stomachs. If this wasn’t worrying enough, the microplastic particles are often contaminated by toxic chemicals and can serve as delivery systems of the toxins to the brain.

In an already classic population study, researchers at the Department of Pathology at the University of São Paulo in Brazil carefully examined the olfactory bulb tissues from the noses of fifteen deceased local residents ranging in age from thirty-five to a hundred years (one centenarian). Microplastics could be seen in eight of the fifteen brains—including the centenarian.

These findings included sixteen synthetic polymer particles commonly used in a broad range of products, including food packaging, textiles, kitchen utensils, medical devices, and adhesives. These findings are especially ominous when put into the context of the most frequent early symptom and sign of Alzheimer’s disease: anosmia (loss of smell).

Size-wise these microplastic particles ranged in length from 5½ to 26 microns (a micron is one millionth of a meter). Width varied from 3 to 25 microns. The mean fiber length and width was 21 and 4 microns. To put these numbers in perspective, the diameter of a human hair is much larger, averaging about 70 microns.

Since the microplastics are smaller than a human hair, they have no difficulty after inhalation in entering the brain along the 15olfactory pathways. In earlier studies, particulate plastic inhalation was associated not only with dementia, but with other neurodegenerative diseases like Parkinson’s disease. But the most worrisome implication of the São Paulo findings is the high likelihood that we may be inhaling microplatics while indoors. Indeed, this may be much more common than anyone previously imagined prior to the São Paulo study.

As Thais Mauad, associate physician, researcher, and senior investigator, explained it: “Breathing within indoor environments could be a major source of plastic pollution.” What’s more, this has to be put into the context of an absence of any current regulation. Federal, state, and local regulations for microplastics are “virtually non-existent,” according to the Interstate Technology & Regulatory Council.

In November 2024, an Intergovernmental Negotiation Committee met in Busan, South Korea, in search of a legally binding global treaty on plastic production. While a hundred nations voted for a decrease in production of plastic, a handful of oil-producing nations put the kibosh on any hopes of a legally binding global treaty. The final agreement? Postpone negotiations to a later date. Now put this decision into the context of predictions that hold that if the current production of plastics isn’t halted or drastically reduced, global plastic production can be predicted to triple by 2050.

As Panama’s delegation head, Juan Carlos Monterrey Gomez, angrily retorted, “Every day of delay is a day against humanity. Postponing negotiations does not postpone the crisis.”

Given such a disparity in the estimate of what will be required and who will have to provide it, one could be forgiven for thinking in terms of two different groups providing cost estimates for different problems. And in a sense, we are speaking of two different groups defined by the financial reserves each has available to combat both the plastic problem and climate change in general. 16Simply put, some parts of the world (Think: the United States) aren’t yet facing the same degree of threat as others.

We’ve witnessed this moral and ethical myopia before. Our political leaders and health czars were initially convinced that COVID only threatened “other parts of the world” until, as a nation, we ourselves experienced the tsunami of sickness, death, and extended negative outcomes (long COVID).

Despite recommendations to the contrary by experts on the chemistry of plastics, I’d wager you a modest bet that you are doing one or more of these medically inadvisable practices:


	Refilling simple-use plastic water bottles despite evidence that the inside of the bottle sheds micro- and nanoplastics into the refilled water.

	Bringing home a take-out meal in a plastic container and either eating it in the container or reusing that container to store leftovers. Such practices ignore findings that plastics contain about 16,000 chemicals, including styrene and about 4,000 others considered “highly hazardous.” Black plastic is especially treacherous since it contains high levels of flame retardants in addition to the tiny nanoplastic and microplastic fragments found in all plastic containers.

	Heating food in plastic containers labeled “micro friendly” or other designations suggesting potential reuse. This practice flies in the face of the most hard-and-fast rule about plastic: Never microwave plastic or put it into a dishwasher, especially when running the washer on a hot cycle.



While eliminating plastics would seem to be a sensible goal for everyone affected by the problem, the oil- and gas-producing 17countries (Saudi Arabia, Russia, and, yes, the United States) remain staunchly opposed to any regulation. Why? Because these countries produce the fossil fuels used to make plastics. Unless you are a chemist, you may not have been aware of this link between fossil fuels and plastics.

Despite the disturbing issues raised by unchecked levels of plastic production, the Food & Drug Administration (FDA) claims on its website that current research and scientific evidence does not demonstrate that the levels of MPs or nanoplastics detected in food preparation pose a risk to human health. Overall the FDA’s reassurance rings hollow in my mind. Best to reduce your exposure to MPs by avoiding plastics in food preparation, especially microwaving, and replacing bottled water with tap water from a reliable source.

Not surprisingly, the environmental toll of plastics has grown in tandem with efforts by the plastics industry to neutralize critics. The industry group spokesman speaking for the plastic manufacturers NAPCOR (the National Association for PET Container Resources; PET stands for polyethylene terephthalate) claims that the majority of single-use plastic containers are recycled (untrue, with less than 30 percent representing the true figure, which translates into 70 percent either incinerated or carried by ocean currents to some of the beaches found in the poorest countries in the world). The spokesman also claims that plastic pollution is coming under control (also untrue and totally dismissive of the California attorney general’s assessment when filing a lawsuit against Exxon Mobil for what was characterized as “a decades long campaign of deception”).

NAPCOR’s most recent and perniciously subtle approach involves the hiring of dozens of social media influencers as part of a Positively PET campaign aimed at convincing the general public that there is nothing to fear from plastics. 18

In the campaign, the real determining issue is conveniently omitted: Without fossil fuels, plastic production plummets and money is lost for oil and gas investors—the ultimate no-no in a country where, it seems, investor losses must be avoided at all costs, even if those costs involve poisoning the planet.

What’s needed in the twenty-first century is an enhancement of our powers of imagination. The data is there (tripling of plastic production by 2050), but the realization of the full implications of such an increase requires an imaginative power that the twenty-first-century brain must strive harder to achieve. As it stands now, statements and their full implications are out of sync. What is a critical impediment toward greater imaginative clarity?

As with so many of the current conflicts discussed in this book, the haves are not willing to share even a modicum of their resources with the have-nots, but want even more. What’s also lacking is any appreciation that no one can view the problems from the outside looking in. The observers are themselves part of the problem—life is not a field trip. We are all ensnared in this plastic problem at varying levels of involvement.



(5) Only a fraction of the size of a human hair

Take a deep breath. The purity of the air you’ve just inhaled depends on many factors outside of your control. During any of the last three summers (2022, 2023, and 2024) the quality index of the air you just inhaled was affected by factors including the seemingly endless forest fires from the western United States and Canada.

Wildfires have doubled in incidence during the past twenty years. What’s more, we seem to be experiencing the worst of it recently. The six most extreme fires have occurred since 2017 with the hottest year ever recorded at the time in 2023, which also 19marked the most extreme year for wildfires ever. Indeed, six of the most extreme fires have occurred since 2017.

While hundred-thousand-acre fires were rare two decades ago, they are increasingly common now and almost certainly will increase further. Assessing the burn rate of forests is like plotting the vertical trajectory of a military-grade rocket.

Neuroscientists now believe that wildfire smoke is worse for brain health—increasing the likelihood of dementia—than any other source of air pollution. The culprit is a fine particle thirty times smaller than the diameter of a human hair. These PM 2.5 particles (with PM standing for “particulate matter”) readily enter the bloodstream when breathed in and are quickly ferried to the brain.

A research team funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) compared exposure to PM 2.5 from wildfires to other sources as causes related to new cases of dementia. To accomplish this, they looked into electronic health records of more than 1.2 million Kaiser Permanente (an integrated managed care consortium) Southern California members age sixty or older. To be accepted into the study, they had to be entirely free of any signs of dementia.

The researchers found that the risk of dementia rose between 18 and 21 percent for every one microgram rise of PM 2.5 particles. People from less-affluent communities also displayed a stronger association between wildfires, PM 2.5, and dementia. Overall the findings suggested PM 2.5 from wildfires causes a greater risk for dementia than PM 2.5 from any other sources. This finding may be related to the additional chemicals in wildfire smoke that are absent when the smoke stems from another origin. Or it may be related to the fact that low-income groups experience higher exposure to unhealthy air in general, coupled with a greater incidence of dementia, primarily Alzheimer’s. So far the contribution of general air pollution to dementia hasn’t been given the attention it deserves. 20



(6) “The Hot New Luxury Good for the Rich: Air”

Air pollution is continuing to expand like . . . well . . . a toxic cloud. Almost everyone in the United States breathes unhealthy levels of air pollution, according to the 2025 annual State of the Air Report published by the American Lung Association. Most concerning is particulate pollution (informally referred to as soot) consisting of a mix of solid and liquid droplets that float in the air in the form of dirt, dust, or smoke. Particulate particles are also created by coal- and natural gas–fired plants, as well as cars, agriculture, construction sites, and wildfires.

Only a tiny fraction of the size of a human hair, these particles bypass the body’s usual defenses and become entrapped within lungs from which they pass into the bloodstream. The annual report states that short-term particle pollution, at its highest level in sixteen years, is most concentrated along the West Coast, with five of the ten most-polluted areas nationally found in California, with Washington and Oregon accounting for three of the other five slots.

So what can a person living in these air pollution hot spots do to lessen the harmful effects of pollution on the brain? Answers to such questions are already in the earliest stages of development. And, not surprisingly, the solution usually involves measures only the rich can afford.

If you were inside when you took your breath, the qualities of the air you breathed in varied with the money, time, and resources available to you. Only a few years ago many people believed (indeed some still do) that air quality equally affects the rich and the poor. Whether or not that was true in the past, it’s no longer true in the new age of “climate gentrification.”

In a groundbreaking article, “The Hot New Luxury Good for the Rich: Air,” published in the New Republic on February 21, 2024, by journalist Sheila Love, air inequity was spelled out in sobering detail. Just as salaries, vacation destinations, luxury 21goods, executive expenditures, etc., have served in the past as class markers, now factors like the air we breathe are becoming a dominant determiner of value. One of two seemingly identical condominiums in the same building in the very near future may be twice the value of the other based on the quality of the air delivered and maintained in that unit.

This concept took off in 2020 when Gregory Malin, a San Francisco developer, started marketing the air inside of condominium residences as an amenity, just like a sauna, swimming pool, or garage parking place. Depending on the circumstances, the technology involves pulling air inward from the outside versus expelling indoor air outward. During COVID, the movement was forcing outside air inside in order to lessen air stagnation and the possible accumulation and distribution of airborne COVID inside. Just the opposite is now required in order to block air pollution from distant wildfires: sealing
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