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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Real events and characters from my life are described according to the best of my memory. Some names and identifying details have been changed.
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MAKE IT MAKE SENSE




An intro to magical overthinking

The attempts I made to get out of my own head were sundry and full of nonsense.

I visited a petting zoo for adults. I tried learning to meditate from a British computer voice. I stocked up on an unregulated nutrition powder called “Brain Dust.” My brain felt like dust. In the last few years, “dread for no reason” became one of my most frequent Google searches, as if the act of typing my feelings to a robot would make them go away. I gorged myself on podcasts about women who’d “snapped,” at once repulsed and tantalized by those who wore their madness on their sleeves. How good it must feel to “snap,” I thought. My most cinematic attempt at mental rehab involved picking herbs on a farm in Sicily under a light-pollution-free sky. (“At night here, the stars are so close, they could fall into your mouth,” the herb farmer told me, sending my heart to my throat.) With varying degrees of “success,” I was doing everything I could think of to defect from the state of overwhelm and consumption that had become my life in the roaring 2020s. Anything to gain some perspective on the mental health exigency I’d been experiencing, and trying to rationalize, for the better part of a decade.

Every generation has its own brand of crisis. Those of the 1960s and ’70s were about gaining freedom from physical tyrannies—equal rights and opportunities to vote, learn, work, mobilize. They were crises of the body. But as the century turned, so did our struggles inward. Paradoxically, the more collective progress we made, the more individual malaise we felt. Discourse about our mental unwellness crescendoed. In 2017, Scientific American declared that the nation’s mental health had declined since the 1990s and that suicide rates were at a thirty-year high. Four years later, a CDC survey found that 42 percent of young people felt so sad or hopeless in the last two weeks that they couldn’t go about their normal days. The National Alliance on Mental Illness in the US reported that between 2020 and 2021, crisis calls to their lifeline were up 251 percent. We’re living in what they call the “Information Age,” but life only seems to be making less sense. We’re isolated, listless, burnt out on screens, cutting loved ones out like tumors in the spirit of “boundaries,” failing to understand other people’s choices or even our own. The machine is malfunctioning, and we’re trying to think our way out of it. In 1961, Marxist philosopher Frantz Fanon wrote, “Each generation must, out of relative obscurity, discover its mission, fulfill it or betray it.” Our mission, it seems, has to do with the mind.

My fixation with modern irrationality took root while I was writing a book about cults. It was 2020, and looking into the mechanics of cultlike influence during that year’s existential imbroglio cast new light on the many faces of twenty-first-century derangement. Since the new millennium, humanity had built a megamall full of fun and fresh ways to dissociate: Fringe conspiracy theories had gone mainstream. Celebrity worship reached a hallucinatory zenith. Disney Adults and MAGA zealots were blackout drunk on nostalgia, drowned in chimeras of the past. These misbeliefs came in a range of flavors, from whimsical to warlike, but one thing was certain—our shared grasp on reality had slipped.

The only explanation for this mass head trip that made any sense to me had to do with cognitive biases:* self-deceptive thought patterns that developed due to our brains’ imperfect abilities to process information from the world around us. Social scientists have described hundreds of cognitive biases over the last century, though “confirmation bias” and the “sunk cost fallacy” were the two that came up most in my reporting. Perusing just a few of these studies crystallized so much of the zeitgeist’s general illogic, like people with master’s degrees basing their social calendars on Mercury’s position in the cosmos, or our neighbors opting not to get vaccinated because a YouTuber in palazzo pants said it would “downgrade their DNA.” Cognitive biases also explained scads of my own irrationalities, personal choices I could never justify to myself, like the commitment in my early twenties to stick out a romantic relationship that I knew caused me suffering, or my tendency to engineer online enemies based on conflicts I’d invented. I needed to yank at that thread. I had to understand how these mental magic tricks we play on ourselves combine with information overload like a chemistry experiment gone haywire—Mentos and Diet Coke.

Our minds have been fooling themselves since the dawn of human decision-making. The amount of input from the natural world alone was always too much for us to handle; cataloging the precise color and shape of every twig in order to understand it would take more than a lifetime. So, early brains came up with shortcuts that allowed us to make sense of our environment enough to survive it. The mind has never been perfectly rational, but rather resource-rational—aimed at reconciling our finite time, limited memory storage, and distinct craving for events to feel meaningful. Epochs later, the quantity of details to process and decisions to make has exploded like confetti, or shrapnel. We can’t hope to mull over every datapoint as deeply as we might like. So we tend to rely on our ancestors’ clever cheats, which come so naturally to us, we’re almost never aware of them.

Faced with a sudden glut of information, cognitive biases cause the modern mind to overthink and underthink the wrong things. We obsess unproductively over the same paranoias (Why did Instagram suggest I follow my toxic ex-boss? Does the universe hate me?), but we blitz past complex deliberations that deserve more care. I have more than once experienced the disorientation of engaging in some battle of wits online, only to come up for air and feel in my body like I’d been using sparring tactics better suited to a Neolithic predator than a theoretical conversation. “I think because we have come so far technologically in the past 100 years, we think that everything is knowable. But that’s both so arrogant and so fucking boring,” said Jessica Grose, New York Times opinion columnist and author of Screaming on the Inside: The Unsustainability of American Motherhood, in 2023. I’ve been referring to this era, when we’re so swiftly outpacing the psychological illusions that once served us, as the “Age of Magical Overthinking.”

Broadly, magical thinking describes the belief that one’s internal thoughts can affect external events. One of my first exposures to the concept came from Joan Didion’s memoir The Year of Magical Thinking, which vivifies grief’s power to make even the most self-aware minds deceive themselves. Mythologizing the world as an attempt to “make sense” of it is a unique and curious human habit. In moments of fierce uncertainty, from the sudden death of a spouse to a high-stakes election season, otherwise “reasonable” brains start to buckle. Whether it’s the conviction that one can “manifest” their way out of financial hardship, thwart the apocalypse by learning to can their own peaches, stave off cancer with positive vibes, or transform an abusive relationship to a glorious one with hope alone, magical thinking works in service of restoring agency. While magical thinking is an age-old quirk, overthinking feels distinct to the modern era—a product of our innate superstitions clashing with information overload, mass loneliness, and a capitalistic pressure to “know” everything under the sun.

In 2014, bell hooks said, “The most basic activism we can have in our lives is to live consciously in a nation living in fantasies …. You will face reality, you will not delude yourself.” To become as aware as we can of the mind’s natural distortions, to see both the beauty and utter folly in them: This, I believe, ought to be part of our era’s shared mission. We can let the cognitive dissonance bring us to our knees, or we can board the dizzying swing between logos and pathos. We can strap in for a lifelong ride. Learning to stomach a sense of irresolution might be the only way to survive this crisis. That’s precisely what this exploration of cognitive biases has helped me do. Even more than Sicilian stargazing, writing this book has been the one thing that’s kept the buzz in my head at a decibel level I can stand.

The Zen Buddhists have a word, “koan,” which means “unsolvable riddle”: You break the mind in order to reveal deeper truths and reassemble the pieces to create something new. I wrote this book as a yearning, a Rorschach test, a PSA, and a love letter to the mind. It’s not a system of thought, but rather something more like a koan. If you have all but lost faith in others’ ability to reason, or have made a cornucopia of questionable judgments that you can’t even explain, my hope is for these chapters to make some sense of the senseless. To crack open a window in our minds, and let a warm breeze in. To help quiet the cacophony for a while, or even hear a melody in it.
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ARE YOU MY MOTHER, TAYLOR SWIFT?



A note on the halo effect

The level of worship had gotten ravenous. Spiritually ravenous. Of course, people had always been overly worshipful—religion had forever been way too much, honor killings and all that—but now our gods weren’t imaginary figments painted as all-knowing and faultless; they were mortal human celebrities, who we knew for sure were not. The new extremists were called “stans,” a term originated by the rapper Eminem, whose 2000 song “Stan” spins a demented parable about a guy who blows a gasket after his icon won’t answer his fan letters. Conspicuously, the word is also a perfect hybrid of “stalker” and “fan.” The stans all had monastic names, like Barbz and Little Monsters and Beliebers and Swifties. They were said to be the death of dialogue. Critics stopped publishing negative reviews of pop stars’ albums for fear of the mob—of getting “canceled” and “doxxed,” of having their home addresses sleuthed and leaked and death threats sent. No one was leaving their couch, but everyone was afraid. No one was speaking out loud, but the world felt like one big shriek, an eight-billion-piece orchestra tuning and tuning ad infinitum. The stans were powerless as individuals. But as a flock, they’d “come for your neck,” Lord of the Flies–style. Journalists feared for their necks—not war journalists, music journalists. The stans would cancel anyone, they’d even eat their own. They’d eat their very own god if it came to it. They’d eat their own god, especially. That’s how ravenous things had gotten.

In 2023, a Taylor Swift devotee named Amy Long emailed me a three-thousand-word document breaking down all the pop star’s major stan scandals from the past five years—emotional cataclysms, where Swifties turned against their exalted queen for failing to live up to qualities she never had and commitments she didn’t make. The scandals, involving everything from ticket sales fiascos to rumors about her sexuality, bore dramatic titles in the style of Watergate: Ticketgate, Lavendergate, Jetgate, Moviegate, Tumblrgate. “This might be the most interesting,” penned Long, creator of the Instagram account @taylorswift_as_books, in reference to the latter opprobrium: After years of casually interacting with fans on Tumblr, Swift permanently logged off the platform in 2020, feeling bulldozed by a throng of politically enraged obsessees. As Long explained it, stans got pissed after Swift posted a few tweets condemning Donald Trump and police brutality, but she never took her political vocalizations any further. From the stans’ perspective, their idol had dangled a new era of progressive activism in front of them only to snatch it back, like a mother betraying a promise to her daughters. (Similar shouts of treason were echoed a few years later, when Swift started dating a sleazy edgelord from a pop-rock band. Stans wrote an “open letter” begging the star to dump their problematic new stepdaddy, swearing they wouldn’t “step off his neck” until she did.)

Long went on: “A lot of fans have accused Taylor of using allyship as an aesthetic … and they get mad at her for not doing what they want … but she’s a capitalist to her core. Most of her security team is ex–Special Forces, ex-FBI, or other former law enforcement officers. I’m not sure why fans expect her to be all, ‘Defund the police! Tear down the system that made my dream come true.’ … It’s weird.”

That thousands of strangers would morally lionize a famous singer based on conclusions about her character for which there was barely any evidence, then attempt to shake her off the pedestal with commensurate zeal after those assumptions wound up false, always seemed weird indeed. But the behavior is also explicable. I’ve come to attribute these increasingly common cycles of celebrity worship and dethronement—in addition to less parasocial love-hate dynamics with figures we know in real life—to a cognitive bias known as the halo effect.

Identified in the early twentieth century, the halo effect describes the unconscious tendency to make positive assumptions about a person’s overall character based on our impressions of one single trait. We meet someone with a witty sense of humor and figure they must also be well-read and observant. Someone good-looking is presumed to be outgoing and confident. We think an artistic person is surely also sensitive and accepting. The term itself invokes the analogy of a halo, the power of good lighting alone to influence perceptions. Picture a twelfth-century religious painting: Commonly depicted wearing a crown of light, angels and saints are bathed in heavenly luster, a symbol of their overall goodness. Judging someone through the lens of the halo effect, our minds cast them in the same one-dimensionally warm glow, telling us to trust them wholesale, when they’ve objectively given us little reason to.

Behind the halo effect is a story of survival. Historically, aligning ourselves with a physically strong or attractive person proved a wise adaptive strategy, and it was generally fair to assume that one good quality indicated more. Twenty thousand years ago, if you encountered someone tall and muscular, you’d be reasonable to deduce they’d eaten more meat than average and were therefore likely a good hunter—someone you’d want in your corner. It was equally sensible to assume that a person with a symmetrical face and intact teeth had avoided disfigurement from lost battles and animal attacks, another decent role model. Today, singling out someone to look up to in life aids in identity formation, and when it comes to picking the right exemplar, we’ve learned to go with our gut. After all, how inefficient would it be to need all week to appraise a potential mentor, or to assemble a whole panel of perfectly qualified specialists—one for career insights, one for creative inspiration, another for fashion advice? To choose a sole role model for everything, based on hasty but overall sound generalizations, is simply a superior use of one’s tight psychological budget. Voilà, the halo effect.

Parental figures were the bias’s original subjects. Because our elders care for us and know things we don’t, we figure they must know everything. Of my own mother, I believed this to an extreme. When it came to Dr. Denise Montell, the halo effect was inescapable. There was so much to live up to. A niche celebrity in her own right, my mother is a cancer cell biologist with a PhD from Stanford and a mantel full of awards for her research in molecular genetics. Last year, she was inducted into the National Academy of Sciences for discovering a mechanism of cell movement that could one day help cure cancer. My mother actually cured her own cancer. The week before I started sixth grade, when Denise was forty, she was diagnosed with a deadly lymphoma. I wouldn’t learn until she’d been in remission for half a decade that the doctors had told her she was probably going to die. But she didn’t die, in part because she collaborated with her oncologists to help design her own experimental treatment plan. Her research lab at Johns Hopkins was right across the street from the hospital where she’d squeeze in rounds of chemo on her lunch breaks. Now that course of treatment is standard practice for lymphoma patients all over the world.

As a child, most of my friends had single mothers and absentee dads. It’s a peculiar coincidence, looking back. My friends’ Gilmore Girls–style relationships with their moms—more intimate gal pals than the formal parent-offspring setup I knew—was no doubt part of what drew me to them in the first place. My friends’ mothers were so human. They wore their imperfections on their sleeves. They had sailor mouths, sang off-key in the kitchen, and gave the silent treatment when they got angry. They spoke freely about period stains and bowel movements, body image and heartbreak. As a teenager, I found their vulnerability enamoring. Flaws weren’t really Denise’s style. No, not Denise, whose emotional cards were held close to the vest. Not Denise, whom I never saw make a single illogical mistake, who exercised for forty-five minutes every morning, never left the house without blowing out her chestnut hair to perfection, and who seemed to know everything in the universe, from how a single cell grows into a fetus to which bakery in town sold the tastiest French baguettes. My mother spent almost all of her time poring over her research at the lab downtown—late nights, every weekend—and her sangfroid combined with her absence rendered her almost mythical to me. I don’t recall a time when I was not aware of her reputation, which dazzled like a platinum wedding band in the sun.

In theory, I wanted Denise to be rougher around the edges. I delighted in catching glimpses of it—like when she enjoyed half a margarita too many on a family vacation my junior year of high school and got all giggly as we jaunted back to the hotel room. Or when she’d tell me edgy anecdotes from her young adulthood, like the one where she almost got kidnapped the summer she lived in Paris at eighteen, or the college spring break when her surfer boyfriend convinced her to drop acid at a Grateful Dead concert. I loved imagining the person Denise was aside from my mother. But then, in practice, whenever she exhibited what I deemed an out-of-character emotion, even just losing her cool in traffic while running late to work, it appalled me. Her margin for error was so slim. She was the Taylor, I was the unhinged Swiftie. If Denise had a Tumblr, I definitely would’ve wanted her to like my posts and then bullied her off the platform the moment she wasn’t the deity I built her up in my head to be.

But young people don’t just look up to their moms anymore. In 2019, a Japanese study found that about 30 percent of adolescents aspire to emulate a media figure, like their favorite singer or athlete. A 2021 study published in the North American Journal of Psychology measured that celebrity worship had increased dramatically since two decades prior. The halo effect already makes it easy to deify someone you know in real life (as an adolescent, one of my unhealthiest social habits was engaging in lopsided friendships where I felt more like a fan than an equal, drawing false conclusions that because the popular girl in school had a bright smile and effortless charisma, she’d make a loyal confidante). It’s even easier to engage in such infatuation from afar. Since we tend to view celebrities as attractive, wealthy, and successful, we snap-judge that they must also be sociable, self-aware, and worldly. Some admirers feel a deep closeness with their idols and figure their idols must cherish them, too, even maternally so. Not every fan is a stan, but celebrity worship is growing more extreme—and with measurable deleterious consequences.

The word “fan” stems from the Latin fanaticus, meaning “insanely but divinely inspired.” It wasn’t until the 1960s and ’70s that the public started perceiving celebrities as anything more than entertainers, much less role models or gods. This shift in perception was connected to the rise in celebrity activism, which corresponded with Americans’ loss of trust in politicians, traditional religious leaders, and healthcare authorities. In a New York Times op-ed titled “When Did We Start Taking Famous People Seriously?,” Jessica Grose reported that in 1958, three quarters of Americans “trusted the federal government to do the right thing almost always or most of the time.” That’s according to Pew Research. But then the Vietnam War happened, and the economic recession of 1960, and (actual) Watergate, a tragic trifecta that suggested Americans needed to find a fresh kind of paragon. By the 1960s, baby boomers had become teenagers—there were more teens in the U.S. than ever—and as the isolation and insecurity that accompany adolescence coalesced with postwar prosperity and the itch of social change, young people found a new religion: the Beatles, whose members served not only as fans’ artistic icons but distant lovers and spiritual guides.

In 1980, only about 25 percent of U.S. citizens trusted the government to do the right thing anymore. According to Grose, that’s when the boundaries separating media figures, politicians, and spiritual authorities dissolved for good. In 1981, Ronald Reagan became America’s first celebrity president, pitching himself as an “insurgent outsider.” Hollywood’s collective halo lit up like the burning bush, as the zeitgeist’s new message implied that icons of the stage and screen weren’t just here to entertain us, they were here to save us. Pop stars became our new priests. Eventually, social media fertilized that religiosity like potent manure. At my local crystal shop in L.A., you can find prayer candles printed with images of hallowed musicians: “Saint Dolly,” “Saint Stevie,” Harry Styles’s face superimposed on the body of Christ. Grose quoted Dr. Paul Offit, a Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia pediatrics professor and author of Bad Advice: Or Why Celebrities, Politicians, and Activists Aren’t Your Best Source of Health Information, who analyzed that Americans put their faith in famous people because “we think we know them, we see them in movies or on TV and we assume they are the roles they play.”

But celebrities also “play” themselves, and online, that show broadcasts 24/7. Even more disorienting than the Reagan era’s Hollywood idolatry, when we see famous people air digital slices of their “real” personas, we feel like we know them wholly. Instagram captions appear like letters from a loved one; direct-to-cam posts seem like FaceTimes from a friend. In the age of magical oversharing, platforms like Tumblr, TikTok, Instagram, and Patreon offer fans exponentially more access to personal information about their heroes, bridging the parasocial gap to make them feel ever more connected. After all, unlike TV, there is a real possibility that Taylor Swift could respond to your Instagram comment herself—the almighty saint answering her believer’s prayer … or demand. 

“If motivated enough, stans that congregate on social media actually can change the trajectory of their artist’s path and the life of anyone who stands in the way,” analyzed NPR music reporter Sidney Madden. “This shift in power dynamics … [creates] a feedback loop that can reward performative online personas more than genuine artistic vision.”

Modern fandom falls on a spectrum, ranging from healthy admiration to pathological mania. The constructive end offers something transcendent. “Tumblr opened my eyes to scores of nuanced opinions from an array of people, in a space that wasn’t intimidating to me,” penned Bustle editor Danielle Colin-Thome in an essay on stan culture’s “empowering—and at times, wildly problematic” role in the lives of marginalized youth. “Our fandoms … were vehicles to talk about larger issues—feminism, race, and LGBTQ representation.” But the dogmatic end is no joke. A 2014 clinical examination of celebrity worship concluded that high levels of standom are associated with psychological difficulties, including “concerns about body image … greater proneness to cosmetic surgery, sensation-seeking, cognitive rigidity, identity diffusion, and poor interpersonal boundaries.” Among other observed struggles were depression, anxiety, dissociation, narcissistic personality tendencies, thirst for fame, compulsive shopping and gambling, stalking behavior, excessive fantasizing to the point of social dysfunction (this was termed “maladaptive daydreaming”), addiction, and criminality. A 2005 study found that addiction and criminal activity were more strongly connected with celebrity worship than calcium intake with bone mass or lead exposure with children’s IQs.

This 2005 study, published in the Psychology, Crime & Law journal, identified four categories along the celebrity worship continuum: First, there was the “Entertainment Social” level, defined by attitudes like, “My friends and I like to discuss what my favorite celebrity has done.” Then, there was the “Intense Personal” feelings category, classified by statements like “I have frequent thoughts about my favorite celebrity, even when I don’t want to.” Third was the “Borderline-Pathological” level, characterized by delusional thoughts (“My favorite celebrity and I have our own code so we can communicate with each other secretly”); implausible expectations (“If I walked through the door of my favorite celebrity’s home without an invitation, she or he would be happy to see me”); and self-sacrifice (“I would gladly die in order to save the life of my favorite celebrity”). A fourth category labeled “Deleterious Imitation” described stans willing to engage in licentious behaviors on behalf of their fave (“If I were lucky enough to meet my favorite celebrity, and s/he asked me to do something illegal as a favor, I would probably do it”).

“She could push me pretty far, morally,” said Jill Gutowitz, a pop culture reporter, author of the essay collection Girls Can Kiss Now, and unwavering Taylor Swift stan of ten years. Gutowitz has personally suffered at the hands of her fellow Swifties. She once found herself at the bottom of a vitriolic Twitter dogpile after penning a humorous review of Swift’s Lover album for Vulture, in which she playfully poked fun at the singer’s then boyfriend, actor Joe Alwyn, for being too bland to serve as her muse. (“Alwyn is a cup of plain oat milk,” were Gutowitz’s exact words.) “People got really mad at me for [that],” she reflected. “It was just one of those pile-on stan moments. I had an experience one time where the FBI knocked on my door because of something I tweeted, and still … I felt more scared when the Swifties came for me.” But the mob was not enough to compromise Gutowitz’s loyalty to the singer. Not even close. A few weeks of Twitter venom was par for the course, a nominal tax for the privilege of exalting Taylor Swift.

Precarious for both star and stan, the celebrity halo effect boasts the power to elevate a mortal being so high off the ground that the throng can’t see their humanity anymore. By then, the worship itself becomes the subject, the celebrity something more like a mascot. In severe cases, the obsession grows so intense, a rat king of catharsis, that the wires between love and hate go scrambled. It’s like that feeling of “cute aggression,” where you squeeze a stuffed kitten so hard its head pops off. In 2023, after the chaotic rollout of Taylor Swift’s live tour sales on Ticketmaster, stans erupted with charges of betrayal that went far beyond concert access. “People acted as though tickets were a human right Taylor denied them,” Amy Long wrote in her email. “They kept moving the goalposts to the point that Taylor could only ‘make up for it’ by … giving them tickets, or playing acoustic sets at their houses …. [Taylor] is not someone who doesn’t care about her fans, and it’s as delusional to think that as it is to think she’s actually your best friend.”

Nearly every stan-worshipped A-lister has seen their flocks’ mania pervert overnight from devotion to disdain. Even Beyoncé, who is exceptionally private, holding her admirers at a proscenium stage’s length and mostly skirting tabloid controversy, has seen her disciples turn. The performer’s ardent “BeyHive” supposedly lusted for any glimpse they could get into the life of their “flawless Queen”—that was, until she appeared on Good Morning America in 2015 to share the announcement that she’d gone vegan
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